
 
 

 Item # 16-12-4 
Transportat ion Committee Information 

Connect Card Project Status & Budget Update 
 
Issue:  The Connect Card has reached an important project development milestone that is the 
culmination of technical deployment and budget actions over recent months by the nine-agency 
Consortium implementing the project. 
  
Recommendation:  None, this is for information only. 
 
Committee Action/Discussion:  The Connect Card project is a complex initiative involving the 
installation of equipment on over 500 buses and 47 light rail stations of nine transit agencies to 
support seamless electronic fare payments throughout the Sacramento Region. On November 16, 
the project achieved an important milestone – the soft launch of the system. With that milestone 
reached, it is timely for the staff to update the Board on the status of remaining project 
implementation efforts. 
 
In the months since the last Connect Card project briefing to the Board, benefits to transit riders, 
participating agencies and the region have become increasingly clear. A single smart card 
accepted on transit vehicles throughout the region improves the ease of use for the rider and 
supports cost-effective transit integration efforts.  
 
Currently, riders must pay fares using either paper media (e.g., passes, tickets, and transfers) 
purchased at limited distribution sites or with cash using exact change.  The Connect Card 
affords new flexibility and protections. Fares can be paid from anywhere with internet or 
telephone access, and all fare media types can be auto loaded to the Connect Card from any bus, 
train station or distribution site.  Fare purchases and cash balances are protected.  Reporting a 
lost, damaged or stolen card gains the user another card with balances and media restored.  Exact 
change is no longer needed, and cash balances can be replenished from home, office or on the 
run.  Transit operators in our region today pay a high cost to secure and process paper media 
(e.g., order, print, and distribute tickets and passes, and collect and destroy unused media) and to 
account for cash receipts (coins and currency).  Moving to electronic fare collection offers the 
opportunity to reduce operating costs, improve controls, reduce fraud, and streamline business 
processes.   
 
The Soft Launch that began on November 16 represents a significant achievement in the Connect 
Card implementation effort. Activities leading up to this point include the completion of system 
architecture, final system and agency readiness testing, final equipment installations, as well as 
recruiting volunteer transit riders, employers, and retailers to serve as Soft Launch participants. 
  
The Soft Launch is occurring in two phases:  Phase One that began on November 16 includes all 
RT buses and rail stations while Phase Two, which will happen 4-6 weeks later, will add all of 
the remaining agencies.  Over this time, the Soft Launch will also engage select regional Connect 
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Card retailers who will load cash value and passes for all regional transit partners.   
 
In support of the ongoing project launch efforts, staff is concurrently working to complete the 
governance structure and standard operating procedures that will guide the program over the 
long-term.  Related efforts include establishing an annual operating budget and a model for 
allocating ongoing operating expenses among the nine transit operators. 
 
Led by the SACOG Project Management Team, all Connect Card implementation activities 
continue to be coordinated through monthly Connect Card Executive Committee Meetings and 
weekly briefings to discuss governance, standard operating procedures, and implementation 
planning.  SACOG staff has also been working to secure regional retailers including Raley’s/Bel 
Air and Walgreens to sell and load fares on Connect Card media. SACOG has also been hosting 
a West Coast Peer Review Group for six months that has been meeting monthly to discuss issues 
and share ideas for deployment and operation of smart card fare collection systems, including the 
Connect Card.   
 
A summary of notable Connect Card implementation achievements to-date: 
 

 Buses with Equipment Installed:    500+ 
 Light Rail Station Installations:    47 
 Redundant back-end servers:    Installed and tested 
 Complex Regional Fare Structure:   Complete, tested, and signed off by all  

agencies 
 Website PCI Compliance:     Passed 
 Corporate Accounts Web Portal:  Complete 
 Financial Reports:      90% complete 
 Standard Operating Procedures:  50+ 
 Bus Operator Training:     Underway 
 Regional Service Center Training:   Underway 
 Individual Soft Launch Volunteers: nearly 500 
 Corporate Soft Launch Volunteers: 5 companies + 1 Third-Party Administrator 

 
Project Budget  
 
As a complex project involving nine distinct transit operators, there have been numerous 
challenges to overcome in reaching the Soft Launch milestone. Altogether, these challenges have 
delayed implementation and increased project costs from the initial budget. The most significant 
cost drivers have been new technical solutions, additional equipment, and technical consulting 
support to help address other identified challenges. Following is a summary of the purposes for 
cost increases that have been the subject of prior budget reviews by the Executive Committee of 
the nine-agency Consortium implementing the project: 
 

 Additional cost for installing equipment at light rail stations 
 Additional software licenses to better fit business needs 
 Additional spare parts 
 Improved functionality for customer website 
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 Mandatory replacement of web payment portal 
 Improved quality of the Interactive Voice Response system (checking balance by phone) 
 Improved functionality for corporate accounts/employer-sponsored transit programs 
 Retrofit of handheld devices to operate as portable bus validators 
 Handheld fare collection application development for events, vehicle equipment back-up 
 Technical consulting services 
 Pilot and Launch training and marketing 

 
Consortium support for project budget increases have been to achieve important project 
outcomes, including the following: 
 

 Support a well-thought-out governance and management structure that will ensure that 
the ongoing operation is supported and financially stable. 

 Ensure that the system is deployed with customer satisfaction and increased ridership in 
mind.   

 Provide more flexibility to transit riders and operators and support paratransit services, as 
well as special event fare collection.  

 Support additional fare products such as distance and zone-based fares. 
 
Staff analysis suggests the initial Connect Card implementation timeline was too optimistic and 
did not plan a large enough contingency budget for a project of this level of complexity and 
magnitude.  In working with the West Coast Peer Review Group, we have learned that we are 
not alone in these challenges. Similar systems have taken approximately five years to fully 
implement and most have experienced cost overruns.  The Connect Card project is actually the 
least expensive project per expected rider when compared with all major smart card deployments 
in the West Coast Smart Card Peer Group.   
 
As the Connect Card enters the final stage of project development, the good news is that a final 
budget has come into focus and staff is confident there are adequate revenues to complete the 
implementation work. Over the past year, staff has worked closely with the nine agencies who 
comprise the Consortium in order to secure adequate contributions to complete the project.  
Through this effort, all project development costs are now covered and a $500,000 contingency 
has been restored.  Budget updates have been shared over the past year through regular Consortium 
Executive Committee meetings. 
 
Attachment A provides additional detail to the following summary of the project development 
budget: 
 
Expenditure Summary: Connect Card Project Development 
    

INIT Technical Services, Hardware & Software (without sales tax)  $9,355,809    

INIT Sales tax estimate   $400,000    

Regional Service Center  $1,032,050    

Light Rail Station Preparation Contracts  $1,668,000    

Public Education & Marketing  $162,951    
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SACOG Staff Support for Development & Implementation  $2,960,000    

Legal Costs   $155,000    

Meetings, Travel, Other project management costs  $85,000    

Contract Technical Assistance & Project Coordination  $1,642,255    

Miscellaneous Capital Expenses  $444,661    

Contingency  $500,000    

Draft Project Budget $18,405,726    

 

 
 
 
Technology Integration 
 
In response to Board interest, staff has focused collaborations with the West Coast Peer Review 
Group on realizing opportunities for the Connect Card to be a useful foundation for future 
technology integration efforts. 
 
The Connect Card was modeled after several similar systems including The Clipper® Card in the 
San Francisco Bay area, the ORCA® Card in Seattle, and TAP Card in Los Angeles to name a 
few.  The card-based technology was selected as the lowest cost and lowest common 
denominator for a region with nine transit agencies, eight of which do not have real-time 
communications to/from their vehicles.  Card-based systems have proven stable, popular and 
accessible to all riders.  These systems are also the foundation for modern fare programs such as 
distance-based fares, time-based fares, and fare capping strategies that benefit agency operations 

Revenue Summary: Connect Card Project Development  (billings through June 2016)

Total Billed  Available

Federal Revenues

  CMAQ 7,359,367$                           6,787,417$      571,950$        

  FTA 5307  1,271,570$                            64,368$             1,207,202$      

  JARC 69,376$                                  69,376$             ‐$                  

Sub‐Total 8,700,313$                            6,921,161$       1,779,152$      

State Revenues

  1B‐PTMISEA 8,376,095$                            6,945,785$       1,430,310$      

  STIP  447,000$                              447,000$          ‐$                  

   LCTOP 126,847$                               ‐$                    126,847$         

  CAL EMA 80,341$                                  80,341$             ‐$                  

Sub‐Total 9,030,283$                            7,473,126$       1,557,157$      

Local Revenues

  TDA/LTF 575,296$                               37,903$             537,393$         

   Misc.  99,834$                                  99,834$             ‐$                  

Sub‐Total 675,130$                               137,737$           537,393$         

GRAND TOTAL 18,405,726$                         14,532,024$     3,873,702$      
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and encourage ridership.   
 
Significant elements of the Connect Card program that will endure include shifting from cash 
and paper to an electronic payment system, using a single technology platform to integrate all 
transit operators in the region, sharing an electronic fare media distribution and customer support 
system, and building a regional customer service center and fiscal clearing house capability.  
These are the building blocks that will survive even with any future changes in the technology 
platform. 
 
As we look to the future, there are new leading edge payment technologies emerging such as 
Apple Pay, Samsung Pay, Paypal, Amazon, Bluetooth Low Energy (BTLE), and others.  The 
mobile payment industry is moving quickly, which creates risk for investing in technology that is 
not yet standardized.  It remains to be seen which of these payment technologies will become the 
standard, so many transit agencies are reluctant to deploy technology geared toward any specific 
product.  Agencies such as Regional Transit are experimenting with relatively good success with 
mobile applications, which are attractive to occasional riders and single ride or day pass users. 
The Connect Card system is an important complement to these mobile applications because it 
provides the means to support many functions, including electronic cash value, monthly passes, 
auto-load, and regional transfers. SACOG has also been assessing potential integration of the 
Connect Card into payment options for the new bikeshare system, as well as Electric Vehicle 
(EV) charging and/or parking facilities at transit stations, which has been a use of Los Angeles 
Metro’s TAP Card.   
 
Next-generation account-based and open payment systems are being designed that require high-
speed cellular communications on each and every vehicle.  These systems have a higher capital 
cost along with higher operating expenses, but do offer greater convenience to customers who 
want to pay with a credit card, load their account immediately before riding, or use their phone 
as a tapping credential. The Connect Card is also an important step forward towards realizing 
these future opportunities.  
 
 
Approved by: 
 
 
 
Mike McKeever 
Chief Executive Officer 
 
MM:RM:ds 
 
Key Staff: Kirk Trost, Chief Operating Officer, (916) 340-6210 
 Matt Carpenter, Director of Transportation Services, (916) 340-6276 
   
  
 


