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Public Transportation at the Ballot Box

Voters Value Transportation Choice
Voters in communities large and small, red and blue have demonstrated strong and growing popular support for increasing transportation choices through transit. Ballot initiatives and referenda have been adopted in record numbers leading to significant new investment in transit service and infrastructure.  Popular approval of public transportation initiatives is surging with more than 70% approved in 2003, nearly 80% last year, and more than 90% so far this year. Citizens can be mobilized to make sound, albeit tough, choices when advocates speak clearly and effectively about the role of transit in sustaining and expanding local quality of life. The message sent by voters is that citizens recognize the need for transit investment and understand the need to fund those investments.
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2005 & Beyond

Was the last election season a fluke? Early evidence suggests just the opposite. Despite being an off year election season, ten of eleven transit initiatives have already been approved in 2005.  Successful initiatives this year include a $1.93 million bond proposal in Anchorage, Alaska, that was approved 54% to 46%.  In Saginaw, Michigan, voters agreed to a 3 mill increase in property taxes to sustain transit services.  Interestingly, both of these elections mark a reversal of narrow defeats last year.  2006 looks to be another pivotal election season for transit with more than 50 communities already contemplating going to the voters with transit initiatives.  Some prominent contests are expected in Orange County, California and Tucson, Arizona. Among the areas with initiatives on the ballot this November are New York state, Youngstown, Ohio, Castle Rock, Colorado, and Custer County, Nevada.
What Works

CFTE has analyzed transit elections nationwide. Some common themes emerged from successful campaigns. Here are some hallmarks of winning strategies …
· Voters are more likely to approve tax increases if specific projects are linked with the funding request. 
· Successful transit elections promote projects focused on the short-term time frames. 
· Successful campaigns had grassroots election support as well as professional management.
· Early public involvement and outreach helps neutralize critics.
Transit Campaign Successes – 2004


Decision 2004: Mandate for Transit





In 2004, an astonishing 79% of all proposed transit-related ballot initiatives passed (42 of 53). The average transit initiative garnered 62% support from voters.  These adopted initiatives represent a taxpayer endorsed investment of $55 billion – with $22 billion for transit and hundreds of millions more in leveraged private capital. In a polarized election year, transit won in every region of country and in communities large and small. Initiatives were approved in 13 different states, from West Virginia to California.





San Diego: $14 billion initiative to extend an existing half-cent sales tax to 2028 to fund regional transportation improvements. PASSED 67% TO 33%. 














Phoenix: Proposition 400 continued the half cent sales tax dedicated to transportation in Maricopa County to fund a $16 billion plan for transit and road improvements, including 27 miles of planned light rail. PASSED 57% to 43%.








Denver: A $4.7 billion transit package known as FasTracks expands light rail/commuter rail lines to reach additional inner city and suburban communities and the Denver International Airport. It also funds new rapid bus service. The initiative would be funded with a local sales tax increase from 0.6 percent to 1 percent. PASSED 57% to 42%.





Charleston: After the Supreme Court overruled the 2002 transit tax that voters approved due to ballot language errors, the county wide 1/2¢ sales tax to fund transit, greenspace, and roads was approved by voters in 2004. PASSED 59% to 41%





Funding Trends & Elections


The recently enacted federal transportation law, SAFETEA-LU, contains a record level of funding for transit. In spite of this important increase, ballot initiative and referenda funding are likely to become even more important in the future.  Federal funds are stretched thin and the demand for new systems and enhancements to existing systems is only growing.  Limitations on federal and state gas taxes coupled with rising energy costs make traditional funding increasingly difficult.  Turning to local citizens to approve the resources necessary to provide increased choice, improved mobility, and decreased pollution is likely to continue to be a useful and successful strategy for transit. 





10 Keys to Electoral Success


1.  Timing	6.  Listen to the Community; Deal with the Critics


2.  Specific Plan, Simple Issues 		7.  Regional Balance


3.  Committed Champions			8.  Governance & Accountability


4.  Clear Benefits				9.  Creative Solutions & Professional Campaigns


5.  Early Public Involvement			10. Adequate Funding





Want to Know More … Resources for You


The CFTE website contains a wealth of resources, including arguments and ideas for responding to critics, case studies of successful campaigns, the latest news on initiatives around the country, a transit benefits calculator, and a downloadable guide to running transit campaigns, Building Communities Through Public Transportation. Visit us online today at � HYPERLINK "http://www.cfte.org" ��www.cfte.org�. 





The Center for Transportation Excellence is a clearinghouse of information in support of quality transportation choices. Contact CFTE at � HYPERLINK "mailto:info@cfte.org" ��info@cfte.org� or 202.244.2405. 





Austin: Citizens voted to approve commuter rail service. The plan included expanded bus service, 32 miles of rail service and bike trails. PASSED 62% to 38%








