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I-405 / SR 167 Express Toll Lanes 

Low-Income Toll Study

• The Legislature directed the WSTC to undertake the 
study in the 2019 Legislative session. A final report is 
due by June 2021.

• The study is to assess the impacts of tolling on low-
income drivers of the I-405/ SR 167 ETLs, and 
determine possible approaches to mitigating such 
impacts.



I-405 / SR 167 Express Toll Lanes 

Low-Income Toll Study

• This study will include the following:

– National scan of implemented and considered low-income tolling programs.

– Research of existing capacities for implementing a low-income toll program 
for the facilities, and of existing financial and performance commitments.

– Assessment of low-income populations who use the I-405 / SR 167 ETL 
facilities, and their potential benefits / challenges from a low income toll 
program.

– Evaluation of impacts on tolling policies, traffic performance, revenues, 
costs, operations, and enforcement.

– Final report with recommendations to the Legislature.



I-405 / SR 167 Express Toll Lanes

• Express Toll Lanes (ETLs) include two of the 
five existing state toll facilities.

• I-405 ETLs opened in 2015 from Bellevue to 
Lynnwood.

• SR 167 HOT Lanes / ETLs opened in 2008 from 
Renton to Auburn, with southern extension 
opening in 2016.

• By about 2025, ETLs will be extended on I-405 
from Bellevue to Renton and on SR 167 to 
Puyallup, creating about 50 mile ETL corridor.



I-405 / SR 167 Express Toll Lanes

• Toll Rates

– Change dynamically based on congestion, with intent to 
keep traffic flowing smoothly.

– Range between $0.75 – $10.00 on I-405, and $0.50 – 9.00 
on SR 167.

– Average toll rates are $4.50 on I-405, and $3.90 on SR 167. 
(June 2019)

• HOV Policies

– I-405: HOV 3+ are toll-free during peak hours and 2+ is 
free during off-peak hours.

– SR 167: HOV 2+ are toll-free at all times.



Study Milestones

• Jan/Feb 2020: Begin research and assessment of low-income programs

• May 2020: Status report to WSTC

• July 2020: Mid-Study status report by consultants 

• October 2020: Toll options and selection criteria presented to WSTC

• Nov/Dec 2020: WSTC selects toll program options for further 
consideration.

• Winter / Spring 2021: Update to Legislature and presentation of 
preliminary report to WSTC.

• June 2021: Final Report presented to WSTC and Legislature.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

• We’ll be introducing the work done so far on Tasks 1, 2, 3, and 5:

• Task 1: scan of tolling equity frameworks and programs

• Task 2: detailed case studies of most relevant programs, linkages to other agencies 
considering a similar program

• Task 3: workshops with local stakeholders and potential implementers

• Task 5: socioeconomic mapping around ETL corridors

• Our other speakers today:

• Gabor Debreczeni, Project Manager

• Catherine Larson (LCA), Task Lead for Task 3

• Shanwen Liu, Co-Task Lead for Task 5



EXAMPLES:

▪ Low-income discounts 
or periodic waivers on 
tolls, transponder costs, 
monthly fees

▪ Usage of toll revenues 
to fund other 
neighborhood projects 
and programs

▪ Allowing buses free 
passage on ELs; 
awarding toll credits to 
corridor transit riders

▪ Other accommodations 
like neighborhood 
cash-reloading of 
transponders

▪ Also researched local 
non-highway programs 
like ORCA LIFT, DSHS 
Basic Food, and various 
Seattle City Light 
programs

TASK 1
SCAN OF DISCOUNTED TOLLS AND OTHER SIMILAR 

PROGRAMS FOR LOW-INCOME INDIVIDUALS

Refreshed existing research on scan of equity programs; 
conducted survey to find nascent not-yet-public programs



TASK 1
STAKEHOLDER STAFF ADVISORY GROUP

- Our project advisor team has been very helpful for ideas, 
contacts, and feedback on deliverables – we thank them for 
their continued input and knowledge. We have been meeting 
monthly.



TASK 2

Overview

DETAILED CASE STUDIES

- Based on the survey and scan, we have selected four agencies’
programs to conduct detailed case studies:

- LA Metro Express Lanes

- KY/IN Bridges

- MnDOT Express Lanes

- VDOT Elizabeth River Tunnels

- Also we have spoken with agencies that are in the process of 
considering low-income discount programs (MTC – Bay Area, 
CA; SBCTA – San Bernardino, CA; SFCTA – San Francisco, CA), 
and an agency (SRTA – Atlanta, GA) who run a successful 
community-based cash-loading program.

- Furthermore, discussions with DSHS and King County Metro re: 
implementation and verification experiences and lessons 
learned with low-income programs.



TASK 2

Key Points 
Learned So Far

DETAILED CASE STUDIES, PRELIMINARY HIGHLIGHTS

- LA Metro Express Lanes:

- Low-income program that gives one-time $25 credit and 
waives $1 monthly fee.

- Statutorily required to have low-income mitigation. As such, 
funded through toll revenues as cost of doing business.

- Had been considering increasing benefits since the low value 
of the benefit is the biggest drag on enrollment. 
Approximately 3% of users are on program (~3,000).

- Promoted with paid marketing on radio, laundromat/fast 
food/convenience store ads.

- Allows cash-loading of transponder at customer service 
center and all 7-11’s through PayNearMe.

- Verifies income and residency once (at customer service 
center through check stub, EBT card, etc.); does not re-verify.

- Users can enroll through phone or at customer service center.



TASK 2

Key Points 
Learned So Far

DETAILED CASE STUDIES , PRELIMINARY HIGHLIGHTS

- MnDOT Express Lanes:

- Proposed program that would give a $50 credit per year.

- Not yet been implemented because of ambiguity over 
MnDOT’s legal ability to enact a program like this. Has been in 
concept for three years. Expect to launch in next 1-2 years.

- Expect to launch a three-year pilot first.

- Verification through EBT card shown at customer service 
center.  Must re-verify every year.

- They expect low initial demand due to need to come into 
service center – expect to have broader outreach/enrollment 
in later phase.

- Chose $50 because it’s approximately the average tolls paid 
annually by a low-frequency user of the system.

- Chose flat-benefit approach because simple on the back-
office system, since treated as standard transponder loading 
transaction at service center.



TASK 2

Key Points 
Learned So Far

DETAILED CASE STUDIES , PRELIMINARY HIGHLIGHTS

- VDOT Elizabeth River Tunnels:

- Low-income program that gives local residents a $0.75 discount per 
transaction after the eighth transaction in a month. Benefit declines in 
practice as tolls grow.

- Total program benefit must be $500,000 per year – benefits adjusted 
over time to achieve this figure. This amount is provided for 10 years 
through P3 concession agreement from the P3 operator.

- Approximately 2,000-3,000 enrolled, with average benefit being 
$25/month.

- Program decisions made by steering committee including 
representatives from local businesses, local governments, local 
colleges, and Navy base.

- Must re-verify every year in-person at customer service center (with 
income proof like tax forms). Limited enrollment period – causes run 
on customer service center in last week of enrollment.

- Operating cost for program comes directly from VDOT budget.

- Dropped E-ZPass minimum balance as an equity accommodation.



TASK 2

Key Points 
Learned So Far

UPCOMING LOW-INCOME TOLLING PROGRAMS, EXAMPLE

- MTC Express Lanes:

- Project now being evaluated through equity lens and express 
lanes are not doing well in these evaluations.

- Want to launch pilot low-income discount quickly. Likely 18-
month pilot. Planning to do outreach to low-income drivers.

- Significantly modeled and leaning on Clipper START, the 
transit low-income discount scheme in the Bay Area. Will use 
same qualification rules; have not decided on geographic 
qualification.

- Will be paid from toll revenues.

- Expect it will be rolled out eventually to most/all regional 
express lanes or even most/all toll roads.

- We expect to keep track of MTC’s progress throughout 
remaining duration of study.



TASK 2

Key Points 
Learned So Far

LOCAL PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION LESSONS

- DSHS:

- Benefit Verification System (BVS) is free to use for other 
agencies, needs name and social security number, returns the 
answer of whether a person is on a state benefit program.

- Most of these programs have <200% federal poverty level as 
income threshold.

- DSHS does significant outreach for various programs, 
including mobile offices to get to rural areas and elderly 
populations. WIN-211 phone line gives info on programs.

- Users can enroll in person, on phone, or online. Enrollment 
usually within two days. Staff make every effort to formally 
verify income.

- These systems do not capture undocumented people living in 
Washington.

- King County Metro / ORCA LIFT:

- A valuable local source of implementation lessons from a low-
income transportation program.



TASK 3 STAKEHOLDER WORKSHOPS

Purpose:

• Identify and document key agencies’ capacities for implementing or 
supporting options for a potential low-income toll discount program 

Participants:

• Washington State Department of Transportation

• Washington State Department of Social and Health Services

• King County Metro

• Washington State Transportation Commission



TASK 3 STAKEHOLDER WORKSHOPS

Example Questions:

• What program elements would you recommend for a low-income toll 
discount program for Washington State’s managed lanes?  What are 
the benefits and challenges of each?

• What processes, procedures or programs currently exist within your 
own organization that could be used to support a low-income toll 
discount program?

• What organization, financial and system capacities are available for 
implementing a program in Washington State?



TASK 3 STAKEHOLDER WORKSHOPS

Workshop Input Themes:

• Options for verifying eligibility

• Discount Options

• Toll Rate Discounts 

• Non-toll Rate Discounts

• Account-based Adjustments

• Need for end-user input

Results:

• Two (2) options for verifying eligibility

• Twenty-two (22) possible discount options



TASK 5

Introduction

LOCAL PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION LESSONS

- Task 5 is firstly a mapping exercise to ensure that we understand the 
geographical  context for the ETL corridors and this potential future 
program.

- This geographical context is crucial for upcoming tasks because it 
helps us understand:

- Whether the program needs to be differentiated for each ETL 
segment.

- Plausible geographical restrictions on the program, if needed.

- Considerations for where program users might travel to/from, 
needed as input for operations and revenue calculations in 
Tasks 4 and 7. 

- This task is not complete; further deliverables are forthcoming.



TASK 5

Household 
Poverty Rate



TASK 5

Unemployment 
Rate



TASK 5

Population 
Density



TASK 5

Basic Food Clients 
Density



TASK 5

ORCA LIFT 
Registration 
Density



TASK 5

I-405 
Transactions/ 
Person Index



TASK 5

SR167 
Transactions/ 
Person Index



WHAT’S NEXT?

Year 2020 Year 2021

Beginning now:
• Task 4: Analysis of existing financial and operational commitments.
• Task 6: Identification of possible program features and evaluation 

criteria for selection of programs to take forward into deeper analysis.

Our team will next present to the Commission in the fall with program options 
and performance measures for selection.

Feb March April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb March

T1: Scan of Existing Programs

T2: Interviews & Surveys

T3: Assessment of Capacities

T4: Evaluation of Commitments & Requirements

T5: Assessment of Low-Income 
Populations

T6: Identification of Program Options

T7: Assessment of Selected Options

WHAT’S NEXT?



Thank you! Any questions?


