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Transit Appears on the Ballot Every Year 

• More transportation 
measures are placed on 
the ballot in election years 
 

• The willingness of 
communities to go to the 
ballot was affected by the 
recession in 2009 
 

• But 2010 had more 
measures than any year 
since monitoring began in 
2000 
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Public Transportation Measures  
Win at the Polls 

• 70% Approval Rate 
for Transportation 
Measures 
 

• Twice the Approval 
Rate of All Ballot 
Measures 
 

• Success Across 
Region, Population, 
Party Affiliation 
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2000-2010 
Public Transportation Finance Measures 

 

• 309 finance measures on 

ballots between 2000-2010 

• 84% of all transportation 

measures are finance-related 

• Sales tax increases or renewals 

are most common type 

• Bonds are most successful with 

84% approval—but are far 

more common on statewide 

ballots than local and regional 

• Property tax measures are 

more successful than sales tax 

measures, with 81% approved 

vs. 59% 

 

Property Tax 
26% 

Sales tax 
39% 

Bonds 
11% 

Vehicle 
Fee  
3% 

Advisory or 
Nonbinding 

3% 

Other 
18% 

Types of Ballot Measures  
2000-2010 



• Property Tax vs. Sales Tax 

– Sales tax measures more 

common than property 

tax measures over last 

decade 

– In 2010, property tax 

measures are more than 

3x as prolific as sales tax 

measures 

– Property tax measures are 

more successful than 

sales tax measures, with 

81% approved vs. 59% 

 

Types of Measures in 2010 
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2010 Overall Results 

Election Day 

Wins:   23 

Losses:  8 

Total:   31 

Success Rate: 74% 

2010  

Wins:   44 

Losses:  13 

Total:   57 

Success Rate: 77% 

November 2, 2010 
Nearly $500 million 

approved by voters 

84% of measures were 

finance-related 

 

2010 
This year alone, voters 

approved over $1 billion 
 



Red vs. Blue 
Transportation Ballot Measures Cross the Partisan Divide 

RED 
• 42% of measures (13) were in 

regions that voted primarily for 

Republican candidates. 

• 69% of measures (9) were 

approved. 

• Slightly fewer measures on 

ballots in right-leaning regions, 

but voters support them at a 

rate on par with the 10-year 

average. 

Blue 
• 58% of measures (18) were in 

regions that voted primarily for 

Democratic candidates. 

• 77% of measures (14) were 

approved. 

• Slightly more likely to go to the 

ballot with transportation issues; 

approval rate above average 

for the day. 

31 Transportation Measures on the November 2 Ballot 



Winning in Small Communities 

California—November 2010 
Voters in Alameda, Marin, San 
Francisco, San Mateo and Santa 
Clara Counties approve a $10 
vehicle fee increase for roads 
and transit. 

 
 

 

West Virginia—May 11, 2010 
• Voters in Cabell County 

approved a property tax 
renewal, 70%-30% 

• Voters in Huntington also 
approved a property tax 
renewal, 62%-38%, for the Tri-
State Transit Authority 

 
Ohio—November 2010 
• Toledo voters approved a renewal of the 1-mill 

levy for TARTA, 53%-47% 
• Voters in Belmont and Jefferson Counties 

approved a 2-mill replacement levy for Eastern 
Ohio RTA, 56%-44% 

Stark County, OH—May 3, 2011 
Voters Approve Sales Tax  
Increase, 66%-34% 



Still Winning in a Tough Economy 
May 3, 2011:  A Good Day for Transit 

 

• 100% Success Rate on May 3 

• 8  Measures on the ballot in 
communities in Michigan and Ohio 

– 1 sales tax renewal 

– 3 millage renewals 

– 2 millage increases 

• 5 More Measures Pass on Aug 2 

• Year-to-Date Win Rate: +87% 



Ballot Trends 
 

• Economic Conditions 
• Highly Specific Ballot Language 
• Growing Use of Sales Tax for Infrastructure 
• Plan & Project Funding Approval Measures 
• Aggressive Public Education & Outreach 
• Multiple Elections 
• Advisory Measures 
• More Non Sales or Property Tax Finance 

Measures 
 



Do Transit Measures Always  
Win the First Time? 

Why Measures Fail the First Time 

 
• Public Perception 

• Too much money  

• Not the right mix of projects 

• Consequences aren’t apparent 

• Weak Coalition or Campaign 
Coordination 

• Not enough  campaign planning and 
infrastructure 

 

 

 

When at First You Don’t Succeed… 
• St. Louis—Lost in 2008, won in 2010 with 

a stronger coalition and  new GOTV 
strategy 

• Seattle—Lost in 2007, won in 2008 after 
cutting “roads” portion of “Roads & 
Transit” proposition 

• Kalamazoo, MI—Countywide measure 
failed in 2008, two measures won in 2009 
(small countywide & additional city-only 
measure) 

• Grand Rapids, MI—Lost millage increase 
in 2009, won in 2011 with greater urban 
support 

• Mahoning County, OH—Lost in Spring 
2008, but won in November 2008 when 
voters realized entire system was at risk 

 



Hallmarks of Successful Campaigns 
Early Steps… 

• Clear & Specific— "What's in it for 
me?” “What are we ‘buying’?” 

• Messengers & Champions—well-
known, public or private sector figures 
can be valuable assets 

• Polling and Research—Identify voters’ 
values and concerns; level of funding 
they can support 

• Fundraising—start early! 

• Know the Local Politics – Manage 
timing, reputations, other issues 

• Coordination – Plan for smooth 
collaboration with the agency, 
coalition and campaign 

• Strong Field & Messaging Ops 

…Keep Going 

• Strong Coalition—organize support 
from like-minded groups, grassroots 
and the business  

 sector 

 

  

• Respond to Critics—Be prepared for 
criticism and address it directly 

• Stay on Message—Don’t let 
criticisms distract voters 

• Incorporate New Tools & Tactics – 
New Media, Aggressive Field 
Operation 

• It’s a Campaign. Run it like one. 

 





St. Louis, MO 

 April 6, 2010 

 Half-cent sales tax increase to 
maintain bus service and 
expand light rail 

 Approved, 63%-37%  

  Generates approximately $75 
million annually 

 A similar measure failed at the 
ballot in November 2008 with 
only 48% of voters in favor 



St. Louis, MO 

The Challenge 

• Negative perceptions of Metro 

• Lack of public awareness of 
effects of bus service cuts  

• Lack of public awareness of need 
for and benefits of an expanded 
system 

Video Testimonials 

Reasons for Success 
• Strong Two-Part Campaign 

― Education  
― Advocacy 

• Civic Leadership 
― Business Community Support 
― Well-known Public Figures as 

Champions 
• GOTV Efforts 

― Voter turnout for primary 
elections typically 13-15%, 22% 
came out for this election 

http://www.moremetrolink.com/metrolink-videos.html


St. Louis, MO 



Seattle, WA 
 November 4, 2008 

 Half-cent sales tax to expand light rail, 
commuter rail, and express bus service 
in King, Pierce and Snohomish 
Counties 

 Approved, 58%-42% 

 Generates approximately $17.8 billion 
over 20 years 

 In 2007, voters defeated a 20-year 
"Roads & Transit" construction plan. 
The cheaper 2008 proposal was 
stripped of all road and highway 
provisions, promised fewer 
deliverables, and shortened the 
expected timeframe for completion to 
15 years. 



Seattle, WA 

Challenges for 
2007 “Roads & Transit” 

Proposal 
• Voters thought the 

package was too big, too 
costly, too complex  

• Off-year election 
resulted in increase of 
older, anti-tax voters; top 
of ballot meant high 
visibility 

• No clear campaign 
message 

• High cost ($5 million) 
campaign never 
identified base of 
support 

• Organized opposition 
included Sierra Club and 
Cascade Bicycle Club 
 

Reasons for Success in 2008 
• Public included in 

drafting of new proposal  
• 2007 critics consulted 

early on 
• Original coalition of 

support remained strong 
and involved 

• Less prominent 
placement on ballot 

• Simple campaign 
message (Mass Transit 
Now!) 

• Low budget campaign 
focused on the base 

• Critics overconfident 
 



Seattle, WA 

TV Ads 
• “Buried in Traffic” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JrMb0Fn9YNo


Salt Lake City, UT 

 November 7, 2006 

 A quarter-cent sales tax 
increase for commuter rail, 
TRAX and roadways 

 Approved 
― Salt Lake County, 64%-36% 

― Utah County, 69%-31% 

 



Salt Lake City, UT 
Challenges 

• No measure until 6 weeks before election; 
uncertainty until last minute as to sales vs. 
property tax 

• No money raised 6 weeks out 
• Utah County joins discuss late; must play 

catch up after not participating in 2000 
referendum 

• Two counties voting: 
– Two packages of projects 
– Two ballot names/language 
– Complex road component 

 
 

Reasons for Success 
• UTA maintained a strong, positive public 

reputation prior to launch of campaign 
• Hired experienced campaign management 
• Ran a strong, direct voter education and 

advocacy campaign 
• Strong support from business community and 

LDS church 
• Effective campaign message: focused on 

“simple benefits” 
 
 



Salt Lake City, UT 



Charlotte, NC 

 November 6, 2007 
 Measure to repeal existing half-

cent sales tax in Mecklenburg 
County 

 Win for transit, measure failed, 
30%-70% 

 Voters first approved the sales tax 
in 1998 for to support the 
implementation of the 2025 
Integrated Transit/Land-Use Plan 
which included construction of the 
Lynx light rail system  

 The repeal measure was sponsored 
by a coalition citing management 
concerns and cost overruns as 
failures 
 



Charlotte, NC 

Challenges 

• Organized opposition 
successfully places measure 
on ballot in Summer 2007 

• Costs of South Corridor LRT 
line doubled 

• Claims of CATS 
mismanagement 

• Mayor—transit champion—
targeted by opposition  

• Discussion became 
“Highways vs. transit” 

 

Reasons for Success 
• Identified several public figures as 

champions 
• Two-phased campaign: 

– Answer questions raised by opposition  
– Send clear, simple message to contradict 

complicated request: “Vote AGAINST 
Repeal” 

• Professional campaign management to 
conduct research, organization and polling 
 



Charlotte, NC 



Winning in Small Communities 
Michigan 

• Voters in 18 counties have approved 
countywide property tax measures for transit 
service in 2010 and 2011 

• More than a half dozen townships and cities 
have also renewed or increased property 
taxes for transit service in recent years 

Washington 
• Since 2009, Island, Jefferson and 

Walla Walla County have approved 
transit sales tax measures 

• Bellingham and Olympia have also 
approved sales taxes for public 
transit 

• Clark County is on the November 
2011 ballot 

 


