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In more and more cities throughout North America and across the globe, public transit agencies are turning to major transit investment projects, including rail transit startups or expansions, to significantly improve service, build ridership, reduce unit operating costs, and advance community goals such as economic development, urban livability, and transit-oriented development (TOD).  Inculcating community understanding of the need for these projects, clarifying relevant facts, and gaining public support, can be a challenge.  Effective local pro-transit coalitions can be important tools to help meet these challenges by assisting transit agencies and their community supporters in communicating facts and information to the public effectively, thus enabling members of the community to make truly informed decisions in regard to a major transit improvement project, such as light rail transit (LRT) or regional passenger rail ((commuter rail(). 

Rail Ballot Measures: Basis of Experience
The information and views in this paper are based on direct involvement or other experience with respect to rail transit ballot measures in a number of urban areas, as follows:

( Austin ( 2000 (unsuccessful), 2004 (successful) ( The 2000 measure proposed an interurban-type LRT line approximately 20 miles long, plus additional branch routes, at a cost of about $600 million; the successful 2004 measure proposed a 32-mile diesel-powered (light( railway (actually, close to (heavy( railway standards) at a cost of about $90 million.

( San Antonio ( 2000 (unsuccessful) ( This measure proposed a multi-route system, mostly operating on city streets, that would use either interurban-type or streetcar-type LRT technology. 

( Kansas City ( 2001 (unsuccessful), 2006 (successful) ( Both measures proposed interurban-type LRT systems; the successful 2006 system envisions at 27-mile system.  However, recent local discussion has raised the possibility of a (fast streetcar( LRT system more commensurate with available funding resources.

( Cincinnati ( 2002 (unsuccessful) ( approximately 60 miles of interurban and surburban LRT lines was proposed.

( Houston ( 2003 (successful) ( This measure was passed while completion and testing of the initial 7.5-mile interurban-type LRT line was still under way.

( Tucson ( 2003 (unsuccessful), 2006 (successful) ( The unsuccessful 2004 measure proposed a 13-mile interuban-type LRT system; the successful 2006 measure endorsed a 4-mile streetcar-type line as the first leg of a possible larger LRT system.

One aspect to observe here is that, while there are 5 successful ballot measures vs. 4 unsuccessful, ultimately, rail transit is the winner, passing in four cities out of the six. However, elections and campaigns are expensive, and defeats can set back ambitious transit development by many years. This underscores the need to fully grasp the dynamics of these issues and to forge effective pro-transit coalitions that can help muster community and voter support.

[image: image1.png]



Rail Transit Ballot Measures Are Very Different
Here are some points to consider about Rail transit ballot measures:

( These elections are definitely not like most electoral campaigns.

( Rail (and sometimes Quality Bus) is usually a highly unfamiliar travel concept for many voters.

( Rail transit conjures images of freight trains in most of the public in cities without such systems ( usually, freight railroad operations are what they(re most familiar with.

( Such projects are extremely prominent ( thus they attract extraordinary scrutiny.

( A rail transit project impacts an entire corridor of neighborhoods ( i.e., a huge swath of a city. In contrast, other big projects (stadiums, schools, etc.) tend to be more (contained( in terms of location and impact.

( Rail transit projects unite a diverse range of opponents, including neighborhood residents, small business owners, anti-tax ideologues, highway promoters, etc. 

( A well‑funded brigade of professional critics exists, prepared to assist local project opponents and perform as (hired guns( to produce professional-looking (research reports( challenging the transit measure. Transit agency planners and decisionmakers, and community project supporters, often are confronted with concerted resistance from these highly specialized, ideologically motivated, and well-funded opposition (professionals( dedicated to the defeat of major transit improvement projects.
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Crucial Allies in Pro-Transit Coalitions
In my experience, there are three major allies in the effort to forge local coalitions to support transit improvement measures:

( Grassroots pro‑transit groups ( These include both established transit advocacy groups as well as other local organizations which declare themselves supporters of the given transit improvement measure.

( Transit agency leadership and staff ( Almost always the source of the specific plan and ballot measure.

( Local civic leadership ( Major political, business, and community leadership figures that support the transit ballot measure.

It(s crucial that these allies get coordinated in their efforts. While all three of these elements tend to pull in different directions, the maxim should be kept in mind:  (Hang together, or hang separately(.(  Translation: Be on the same page! Implementing this rule is challenging, but essential to most successful campaigns for transit improvement measures.

Transit Coalition Strategy Issues
Here are some things to consider in developing successful strategies for community pro-transit coalitions:

( The transit agency's image is extremely important to the general public and to voters. Whether the agency is viewed positively or negatively can often be decisive to the outcome of a ballot measure campaign.

( Make sure the transit agency(s accomplishments are emphasized ( A media campaign simply highlighting new services and underscoring recent accomplishments can make all the difference to the outcome of a transit measure campaign.

( Don't miss opportunities ( Don(t let opponents have the field ... anywhere. Make sure the pro-transit side is adequately represented at all public discussions, forums, debates, and other events.

( Don't promise the impossible ((Our rail project will solve congestion() ( Keep promises and goals real and attainable. A single rail project cannot eliminate congestion for the entire metro region. Opponents will easily demonstrate this (although they intentionally confuse (congestion( with (traffic() ( and, even if the pro-transit side wins, the failure to achieve the (eliminating congestion( goals will return to haunt future efforts to improve transit.

( Emphasize value of real‑world, achievable goals ( Example: (Our proposed rail line will carry 30% of peak travel in the Lamar corridor by 2020.(
( Always assume it(s an uphill struggle ... because, really, it always is.  You(ve got to convince voters to approve something most (or many) of them probably have never used or even seen ( and it(s a relatively huge investment. Plus many of the proponents of the motor vehicle system they(re most accustomed to will be explaining why any alternative to the familiar is a bad idea.

( Grassroots organizers are critical ( much of voters( decisionmaking process occurs at the grassroots level, through interacting with friends, people they trust, and local organizations. Convincing voters is not all mass media and official forums.

( Get Out the Vote (GOTV) ( This effort is crucial to the success of a ballot measure effort ( and don(t forget that up to 50% of voters make their choices in early voting!

Tips on Responding to Critics
( Don't ignore opponents and critics ( The public (including voters) are definitely listening to them, and conceding the field just comes across as an admission of failure.

( Don't miss opportunities, including debates ( The (ostrich( (with its head in the sand) tactic doesn't work.

( Don't echo opponents' slogans (They say (Transit Sucks!( We say (No!() ( Don(t give currency to the campaign themes of your opponents.

( Don't try to respond to every single detail ( Answer the few most critical arguments being raised, but don(t get bogged down in detailed, point-by-point refutations.

( Avoid confusing, mind‑numbing "numbers trivia( ( The opposition tries to confuse the public with this. Hit a few of the main arguments, but keep the Big Picture uppermost.

( Focus on refuting 2‑3 critical points, mainly to establish or reinforce your credibility ( also, try using humor adroitly rather than just playing the anti-transit (numbers game(. Example: (My opponent says nobody is riding Denver(s light rail system. Well, that(s interesting. All those people I saw on the train just a few weeks ago must have been ghosts. Stephen King ought to look into this.(
( Credibility is crucial ( Concentrate on bolstering the credibility of transit supporters and diminishing the credibility of opponents.

( Keep the larger vision and message in view ( Don(t get hopelessly bogged down in nitpicking criticisms and claims of opponents. Make sure the voters keep a vision of the larger issue. Don(t try to convince die-hard adversaries ( aim for that broader audience of (neutral(, uncommitted voters.

( Beware late‑campaign (bombshells( ( Opponents tend to wait till the last weeks of a campaign to unveil leading figures (political or civic leaders, celebrities, etc.) endorsing their opposition.  Or perhaps to have an (expert( or local institution unveil a  (research report( attacking the proposal on the ballot. Be prepared for these and other (October surprises(.

Austin Rail Transit Ballot Measures
Contrasting the efforts to get voter approval of rail transit measures in Austin in 2000 and 2004 provides some insight into the dynamics of such campaigns.

Austin Light Rail Campaign (2000)
( Legacy of strong grassroots support for rail transit ( More than 25 years of effort to (educate( the public and build community support provided a strong and widespread base of pro-transit sentiment among voters which proved a valuable asset.

( Excellent transit plan ( The 20-mile, $600 million LRT plan was thoroughly developed, projecting over 30,000 rider-trips and significant relief of mobility congestion in the corridors served ( with no new taxes (voter approval of the plan was required by state law).

( However, the relatively high cost of the plan (about $600 million) seemed a big risk to many voters, and this was exploited by opponents.

( Awful transit agency image ( Capital Metro had undergone a major reorganization, and had shown performance accomplishments, but still suffered from a legacy of media-driven (scandal( triggered from the agency(s reinstatement of a full 1-cent sales tax revenue rate in the mid-1990s.

( Some local pro-transit leaders seemed to have a (We can't lose( attitude; this was reinforced by opinion polls showing substantial public support for the rail plan.

( Initial efforts to promote the LRT plan revealed early disorganization (e.g., no clear leadership) and involved some missed opportunities (e.g. public forums).  

( Initially, campaign resources were expended on a (branding( effort and ad campaign (including freeway billboards) with a (Light rail will cure congestion( message. Eventually, the (branding( was largely dropped, and the (curing congestion( message was exploited by opponents.

( There was no clearly defined message ( everyone on the pro-transit side seemed to be working from a different page.

( Campaign spokesmen seemed to be caught surprised by critics( claims, and especially the (numbers( game.

( There was effective campaign coordination only in the last few months of the campaign.

All Systems Go Campaign (2004)
( Legacy of grassroots support for rail transit ( Similar to the situation in 2000. 

( The proposed transit measure consisted of a much less ambitious, less costly plan.

( The projected cost ($90 million for 32 miles) seemed to imply a much smaller risk to voters.

( The 2004 plan was backed by some former opponents ( facilitating broader community buy‑in.

( Prior to the ballot campaign, Capital Metro(s image was boosted by an excellent transit awareness campaign ((You've gotta ride!( and (All Systems Go().

( There was a relatively strong campaign organization ( with a coordinated, clear message. Goals and promised results were modest, concise, achievable. The rail system was presented more as a (first step( or (demonstration(, not as a (cure for traffic congestion(.

( The pro-transit side had a (This will be an uphill struggle( attitude, rather than the previous (We can(t lose( hubris.
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Conclusions
The following are recommendations for improving the effectiveness of the major constituent elements of typical pro-transit coalitions.

Grassroots Pro‑Transit Groups
( Grassroots individuals and organizations typically play a major role in informing, (educating(, and mobilizing the public on behalf of transit improvements.

( They represents a valuable source of ideas and information for any transit agency.

( To improve their effectiveness, these individuals and groups need to avoid adopting an adversarial role with the transit agency, and adopt a constructive working relationship. (Example: Tucson vs. Kansas City.)

( Grassroots activists need to understand the dynamics of a transit agency ( e.g., constraints, opportunities, how decisions are made, etc.

( Many grassroots activists need to learn the (art of persuasion( in dealing with transit agency staff and decisionmakers, as well as many other community leaders and organizations.

Transit Agency
( Transit agency personnel need to respect and listen to grassroots input ( Community (grassroots( leaders and activists should be regarded as an important asset, with professional expertise, intimate familiarity with community dynamics, etc. Also, maintaining their morale and loyalty is crucial.

( The transit agency's image is extremely important ( make sure the public are kept aware of the agency(s achievements and what services are available.

( In media efforts prior to an actual ballot measure campaign, the transit agency leadership should make sure the agency(s accomplishments are emphasized.

( During the ballot measure campaign, the agency(s role will mainly be to provide facts and figures to clarify issues before the public.

( Transit agency personnel should try to avoid (answer panic( ( frantically trying to respond to wild claims, exaggerations, misrepresentations, etc. of opponents.

( Transit agency personnel need to be aware of excellent informational resources (see below) to respond to public inquiries and rebut fallacious claims of opponents.

Civic Leadership





( Promoting a (Grand Vision( associated with the given transit proposal is important ( but so are specific facts and details important in voters( minds.

( The public and the voters expect some solid answers to critical issues ( not fuzzy, banal generalities.

( Leaders and campaign spokesmen should avoid confusing, brain-numbing (trivia debates( and instead focus on just 2 or 3 of the most critical or vulnerable factual issues. Bolstering the credibility of the pro-transit side is important.

( Campaign supporters should avoid echoing opponents' slogans.

( Don't miss opportunities, including debates (as noted, the (ostrich( tactic really doesn't work).

( The ballot measure campaign leadership is responsible for  organizing and coordinating the campaign and message  ( and especially ensuring that everyone is (on the same page(.

Valuable Informational Resources
The following are some of the most valuable and helpful resources available online with abundant information for supporting transit and responding to critics.

( Center for Transportation Excellence (CFTE)

http://www.CFTE.org

( Light Rail Now 

http://www.LightRailNow.org

( Victoria Transport Policy Institute

http://www.VTPI.org

( APTA Public Transportation website

http://www.PublicTransportation.org

( http://www.PublicTransit.us

( Regional transit advocacy sites (e.g., Denver Transit Alliance)

