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Executive Summary
The goal of the project is to inform jurisdictions across 
the country of creative solutions to securing needed 
transportation and related infrastructure funding. Accelerator 
for America (“The Accelerator”) commissioned this report 
before the universal scale of the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic was widely understood. The impact of the pandemic 
on transportation has been and will be considerable for many 
years to come. According to an April 20, 2020 article in the 
New York Times, “Across the country, transit agencies are 
grappling with plummeting ridership, shrinking revenue, and 
mounting pandemic-related expenses that could plunge 
public transit systems into financial calamity.” Given the 
devastating economic impact of the pandemic, this report is 
perhaps more prescient and important than ever.

The Accelerator finds and develops solutions to economic 
insecurity and shares them with cities to create national change from the ground up. Every billion dollars invested in 
infrastructure generates more than 22,000 middle-class jobs. Accordingly, The Accelerator has worked since its founding in 
2017 to help local governments generate their own funding for transit and infrastructure. 

Measure M, passed in 2016 in Los Angeles County, directly inspired the creation of Accelerator for America. At $120 
billion, Measure M stands as the nation’s largest-ever local infrastructure initiative, times two. With so many left without a 
paycheck due to the COVID-19 pandemic, making investments in needed transit and related infrastructure in cities and 
counties across the country can serve as the civic venture needed to put millions of Americans back to work.

Through expert counsel, strategic grants, polling and policy research, and making connections among local and national 
leaders, The Accelerator has helped generate more than $40 billion in local transit and infrastructure funding. This analysis is 
an opportunity for policy makers to engage with the lessons learned from this work. It is a chance to enhance their localities’ 
likelihoods of success in securing infrastructure investments to strengthen their middle class, clean their air, improve their 
water quality and provide transportation options to connect people with good jobs.

Here, we cover the best practices and common pitfalls of five distinct campaigns to improve transportation in Cincinnati, 
Nashville, Phoenix, Tampa and Washington, D.C. With the coronavirus pandemic driving down state and local tax collections, 
the source of much of the nation’s transportation funding, The Accelerator’s work is paramount.

This analysis considers the distinct experiences of some of the latest communities to craft a local or regional solution to 
funding their transportation infrastructure needs. 

Throughout the report, we aim to highlight lessons that other communities can follow in putting forth their own campaigns or 
in resisting challenges to their transportation ambitions. In a general sense, these lessons cover communications, fundraising 
and the campaign itself.

The core teachings of this research are outlined below. Even in a post-COVID world, these strategies and lessons are critical.
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Research Into the Problem
Transportation infrastructure funding measures are 
complicated and are affected by complex local attitudes. 
Campaigns may have to invest more heavily in research than 
they would for a normal campaign because of how unique 
each situation tends to be. Trust your research, rely on 
your data and stay away from a “Christmas tree approach” 
(everyone gets something). Instead, consider what a policy 
maker in Cincinnati said, “There are projects in every 
community, including projects that look like this.” Doing so 
may help better explain the plan to the voters.

Predictive models can be important as well. In Phoenix, 
the campaign saw that something unusual was going on. 
A predictive model, similar to what Los Angeles had done 
for Measure M, told Invest in PHX that a lot of voters who 
typically only vote in Congressional or Presidential elections 
were voting early. This in turn helped Invest in PHX tweak its 
communications strategy and campaign timing.

Invest in PHX’s fact-based research and intel helped Phoenix 
tell the story about the Koch brothers’ involvement in the 
campaign against a local transit expansion plan. The anti-
transit campaign was trying to present themselves as local 
small-business owners but that was exposed as a lie.

Campaign Strategy
Planning

In addition to validating an initiative with research on local 
community needs, it is also important to lean toward larger, 
more ambitious projects. People like to know that their 
government is taking their community’s problems seriously 
and do not like to be asked to “fix” something more than 

once. The Accelerator has even found that a particularly 
large price tag is comforting to voters because they grasp 
that the large amount of money you are setting aside means 
that the community will have the resources needed to deal 
with the enormity of a given problem. 

Campaigns should not limit themselves without public opinion 
research. These ballot measures are not normal campaigns. 
There is no candidate on the ballot and the perception the 
voters have of the measure has the potential to change wildly. 

Keep in mind that even perfect storms don’t occur naturally. 
Prior work by transportation planners, smart growth and 
transit advocates, and labor and business leaders can make 
the soil right for a campaign to thrive.

Mobilizing 

Tactics matter. Find ways to focus on what is important to the 
voter and community, including multimodal transportation, 
jobs and roads. Peer-to-peer social pressure text messaging 
can be effective. The big tent and broad-based, inclusive 
coalition building are key. Maintaining those relationships 
throughout the campaign is also critical as litigation is an 
inevitable given.

Finding the balance between transit and roads and bridges 
that works for your campaign is essential. Likewise, finding 
a balance between new transportation improvements and 
adequate funding for “state of good repair” of existing 
transportation infrastructure and equipment is also critical.

Leadership

Leadership matters, but hitching your wagon to a single 
flawed spokesperson and driver can be fatal. There are 
actually two key roles in the leadership of your funding 
campaign: the spokesperson and the political leadership or 
driver. 

As for the spokesperson, many times in these measures, the 
campaign covers a voting area that encompasses many other 
jurisdictions with a fractured political landscape. It is important 
to think carefully about the universe of voters you are working 
to influence and to recruit the proper spokespeople, ensuring 
messages will be listened to. If you are lucky, that is a single, 
locally transcendent political figure. Sometimes you’ll have 
normal community residents who appear in your ads. Often it 
is somewhere in between. Test multiple messengers for your 
effort. 

It is equally critical that you are able to establish political 
leadership (even if it is completely behind the scenes) that 
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coordinates the efforts of the campaign team. How you get 
there is not as important as prioritizing and establishing a 
clear chain of command for the campaign team.

Being nimble enough to change directions when the 
circumstances or facts on the ground change, matters. In 
the majority of transportation campaigns, there is a small 
audience that needs convincing, such as the city council or 
state legislature; a referendum is different. These measures 
usually take longer than you would expect from start to 
finish. Be sure to give yourself the time to properly lay the 
groundwork. Knowing when the time is right to go public with 
the campaign, after the press and work has been done with 
the influencers and media, can make or break a campaign.

Campaign organizers should be mindful of the ways their city 
has changed over time, recognizing the opportunities and 
challenges inherent in population growth, new businesses 
coming to the city, environmental degradation and 
gentrification. In several of the communities studied for this 
report, the presence or arrival in the region of a large employer 
such as Amazon can serve as a catalyst that precipitates a 
region coming together to address its transportation, job 
training, economic development and regional collaboration 
shortcomings.

Continuous outreach and education are often more cost-
effective than launching a crunch-time campaign every time 
opponents rear their ugly heads. Be relentless so that you 
are always prepared. Winning votes is different from building 
ridership and transit engineering considerations. The transit 
agency can often engage in a wide range of advertising for 
educational purposes and to grow their ridership, but you 
will need to draw a well-defined line between the agency’s 
education outreach to riders and the campaign. The campaign 
is focused on winning over voters, not transit riders, although 
of course they sometimes overlap.

Communications 

Messaging about infrastructure funding should be kept fact-
based. In creating campaign or legislative messaging, cities 
and counties should follow the “KISS” (Keep It Simple, Stupid) 
rule. Voters don’t care about VMTs (vehicle miles traveled). 
Voters care about how it affects their daily lives: the time 
they spend in traffic, their community’s ability to thrive, and 
tangible benefits outside their door.

Transportation infrastructure campaigns should be specific. 
The measure’s ask should be large enough to make it 
bondable, extending the reach of the revenue raised through 
a local sales tax. Congestion and traffic matter to campaigns 

and plain-language messaging about the importance of a 
safe and reliable transportation system can help win the day.

Finding the right trusted messenger(s) for the target 
audiences, including charismatic community leaders, bus 
riders, seniors, clergy, community activists and lobbyists, 
matters. The biggest tool in the transportation opposition 
toolbox is that sales taxes are regressive, but you can 
overcome it with the right tested message. 

An entity that is operating transit has to be messaging to non-
riders as well as everyday riders. If you don’t have something 
for everyone in the plan, consider staying away from a map 
that adversaries can point to and say, “The lines and stops 
are not near me.” Instead, talk about safer streets. If you are 
going to draw a map, it helps to have a broad-based coalition 
draw it.

Fundraising Strategy

Follow the money opposing your campaign. Who is behind 
the organized messaging against it? Exposing outsider 
influence in a local matter can help voters, resentful of 
outside interference, see that the adversaries don’t have 
their interests at heart. Go to the national media if the local 
journalists don’t care about your issue. Don’t be shy about 
using third-party validators who can help identify larger 
donors than the campaign might find on its own. Fundraising 
success comes from your level of organization and specificity. 
If you are able to show up with a budget and a clear path to 
both the ballot and victory, it will be much easier to gain the 
trust of your potential donors. It will also allow you to draw 
a more direct line between the measure and the interests 
of your donors. People like to be associated with winners, 
so focus on building and demonstrating the campaign’s 
momentum.

WASHINGTON, D.C.

A Newfound Regionalism in the Nation’s Capital
Our first case study considers MetroNow, the coalition 
that helped secure $500 million in dedicated funding and 
management reforms for the Washington Metropolitan 
Area Transit Authority (WMATA). MetroNow is a coalition of 
employer groups, businesses, transit advocates, labor unions 
and others, including: 

• Federal City Council (FC2) – a nonprofit, nonpartisan, 
membership-based organization dedicated to the 
advancement of civic life in the nation’s capital.
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• Greater Washington Partnership – a civic alliance of 
Greater Washington-area CEOs drawing from the leading 
employers and entrepreneurs committed to making the 
Capital Region―from Baltimore to Richmond―one of the 
world’s best places to live, work and build a business.

• Coalition for Smarter Growth – the leading organization 
dedicated to making the case for smart growth (promoting 
walkable, inclusive, and transit-oriented communities, 
and the land use and transportation policies needed to 
make those communities flourish) in the Washington, 
D.C., region.

• Northern Virginia Chamber of Commerce – a 
membership-based business network representing 
650+ businesses and 500,000 employees, making it the 
largest regional chamber of commerce in Virginia.

• The 2030 Group – an organization of Washington 
Metropolitan-area business leaders focused on 
advancing regional long-range decision making and 
solutions that enable a strong regional economy, 
strengthen continued employment opportunities, sustain 
economic development, and ensure high quality of life 
for current and future residents.

• Greater Washington Board of Trade – a network of 
business and nonprofit leaders that works collaboratively 
to advance policies, practices and actions that benefit its 
members and improve the business environment across 
the region.

Problem

The campaign to improve Washington Metro started many 
years before the MetroNow coalition was formed. On June 
22, 2009, during the afternoon rush hour, two southbound 
Red Line trains collided on a length of Metro track in northwest 
Washington, D.C. The deadliest crash in Metro history killed 
eight passengers and the train operator and injured 80. A 
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) investigation 
blamed a recently installed faulty track circuit component for 
the accident. 

What followed was a particularly difficult period for Metro, 
and it wasn’t until Paul Wiedefeld came in as the new 
general manager and CEO in late November 2015 that wider 
confidence in Metro’s leadership was restored. Wiedefeld 
focused on safety and needed repairs to turn the ship around 
180 degrees. One day he shut down the entire Metro system 
out of concern about the “boots” that give power to the trains. 
Underscoring just how bad things had become through a 

lack of routine maintenance at Metro, Wiedefeld started a 
program called SafeTrack that shut down parts of Metro for 
two weeks at a time to facilitate the system’s overhaul.

Regina Sullivan is Vice President of the Office of Government 
Relations at WMATA. A senior transportation communications 
strategist, Sullivan was also involved in L.A. Metro’s early 
efforts to build the Metro Red Line (Wilshire Subway). With 
regard to WMATA, she recalls, “We made the case that 
if we didn’t do this, we wouldn’t be able to get to a place 
that was safe for our customers. We were constantly on the 
Hill bringing attention to the problem. There was a long-
term understanding that we were shy of having an industry 
standard maintenance program. Everything from the grout 
pad to the third rail. We said we are going to make it safer 
and our report, Keeping Metro Safe, Reliable & Affordable, 
detailed what we needed to do.”

Joe McAndrew is the Greater Washington Partnership’s 
director of transportation policy. The Partnership was a 
founding member of MetroNow. McAndrew, who formerly 
worked at Transportation for America, was heavily involved 
with the MetroNow campaign and views it as a critical piece 
of his work helping the Partnership’s efforts to achieve a 
regional 21st-century transportation ecosystem. According 
to McAndrew, a robust public transit network is an asset to 
the entire region and a catalyst for economic growth. He 
views MetroNow as an example of the business community 
successfully advocating for equitable and environmentally 
sustainable transportation options.
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“The lesson became real that we are a region 
and need to act like one. Fifty percent of the 
public wakes up in one jurisdiction and goes to 
work in another. Our DNA and how we think and 
act as a region is changing. The region came 
together around [Washington Metro] and the 
reaction of both Governors and the District of 
Columbia was that together we all win.” 

Joe McAndrew, Greater Washington 
Partnership

Washington Metro, the nation’s subway, is administered by 
WMATA, a tri-jurisdictional government agency encompassing 
the District of Columbia, Northern Virginia and Maryland. 
The system, which opened in 1976, includes six rail lines, 91 
stations and covers over 117 miles. The Washington Metro 
system ties the District, Maryland and the Northern Virginia 
region together.

Considerable thought and groundwork went into what would 
years later become the MetroNow campaign. This preparation 
and practice gave the coalition that was ultimately forged the 
confidence to move forward on an ambitious plan to secure 
$500 million in dedicated Metro funding from the Maryland 
and Virginia Legislatures and the District of Columbia. And 
persistence, given that initiatives of this sort had failed in the 
past.

Political change in the states was significant as well to 
MetroNow coming together. In Virginia, the Republicans held 
66 seats and it was then washed out to a 51/49 majority in 
the House of Delegates and a transition to a new Democratic 
governor, Ralph Northam. Northam inherited the former 
governor’s commitment to action on Metro, but the balance 
in the Senate was 21 Republicans to 19 Democrats and 
MetroNow wasn’t a commitment the entire Virginia business 
community was behind.

In the case of MetroNow, the public didn’t need to vote 
on anything. Instead, the campaign needed the legislators 
to sign into law a new dedicated funding model. Explains 
MetroNow’s Clare Flannery, “We didn’t have to get voters 
to turn out as much. Following the 2015 fatality from smoke 
inhalation at the L’Enfant Plaza Metro station, the stigma here 
was, ‘I hope I don’t die on the Metro and that I get to work on 
time.’ If you prove the system can be safe and reliable, that 
will result in people taking the Metro more often.”

The stage was complicated. In Virginia there was a new 
governor, a new secretary of transportation and the pressure 
of Virginia needing to be the first out of the gate with a 

Republican legislature skeptical about Metro’s reliability 
and investments in transit generally and their political base 
geographically further away from the Metro corridor. At that 
time there were only two Republican legislators in the House 
and several in the Senate whose districts were served by 
WMATA.

Michael Forehand is former Vice President for Government 
Relations for the Northern Virginia Chamber of Commerce. 
According to Forehand, many were skeptical. “They challenge 
us saying, ‘You need to send $150 million and it needs to be 
bondable and Maryland and the District have to contribute as 
well and it’s an external Board.’” 

The Federal City Council (FC2) was a critical MetroNow 
partner. FC2’s Maura Brophy explains how FC2’s 75-year 
involvement addressing regional growth issues and the 
original Metro rail plan contributed to the recognition that the 
region needed dedicated regional funding for WMATA. As 
the leaders of this effort, FC2 happened to be in the seats 
when this happened.

“Politically we took a regional census and 
thought we had a reasonable enough shot, 
maybe 60, maybe 70 percent. We watched it 
for a while and when we thought the timing was 
right we moved forward. FC2 has historically 
had a focus on the District, but in this case we 
recognized that this had to be a DC, Annapolis 
and Richmond conversation, so we joined hands 
with the Northern Virginia Chamber of Commerce 
and others.”

Maura Brophy, Federal City Council

The campaign began in earnest when Metro GM and CEO Paul 
Wiedefeld put out a challenge that if Metro were to remain 
the region’s transportation backbone, the region needed to 
identify a dedicated funding source and, at the very least, 
come to the table with a decent amount of money. Through 
age and years of inadequate focus on state of good repair 
and past management lapses at the agency, parts of the rail 
system were experiencing rail arcing and other electrical and 
safety issues. Additionally, due to the safety issues, ridership 
had declined and it was becoming clear that improvements 
weren’t going to get done without the collective efforts of the 
region.

Metropolitan Washington’s inclusion in this report stems from 
its successful campaign to secure dedicated capital funding 
from local, state and federal governments. For the first time in 
the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority’s history, 
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in 2019 the agency secured commitments of a total of $500 
million in revenue in perpetuity from Virginia, Maryland and 
the District of Columbia. Prior to that commitment, the nearly 
40-year-old agency was the largest regional transit system in 
the country without a dedicated funding source.

The system needed money, but securing that dedicated 
funding required the coordinated work of the MetroNow 
coalition. In turn, the new half a billion dollars means WMATA 
can borrow against a dedicated revenue stream for the 
billions of dollars it needs to rebuild Metro.

Metro was once one of the region’s greatest assets, but with 
the 2009 collision and the fatality from smoke inhalation at 
the L’Enfant Plaza Metro station in 2015, effective governance 
and dedicated, sustainable funding were needed in order 
to improve operations and restore Metro to a world-class 
system. Without substantial and immediate reform to Metro’s 
governance, funding and operations, WMATA’s service 
would have continued to decline, undermining Greater 
Washington’s economic security, quality of life and ability 
to attract and retain the talent and businesses needed to 
compete. The coalition MetroNow brought together is a 
group of regional players from organizations representing 
the region’s riders, advocates, businesses and civic leaders 
who were committed to ensuring that action was taken to put 
Metro on a safe, smart and sustainable path forward.

WMATA and its GM and CEO, Paul Wiedefeld, were critical 
to the success of the MetroNow campaign. Wiedefeld joined 
WMATA at the peak of its challenges in 2015 and his SafeTrack 
program helped to achieve the critical track work necessary 
to improve ridership. In addition to Wiedefeld, former D.C. 
Mayor Anthony Williams, Maryland State Senator Brian 
Feldman, Maryland Delegate Marc Korman and many others 
helped lead the way on improved transit for the region.

The 2030 Group is an organization of Washington 
Metropolitan area business leaders focused on advancing 
regional long-range decision making and solutions that 
enable a strong regional economy, strengthen continued 
employment opportunities, sustain economic development, 
and ensure high quality of life for current and future residents. 
In response to these issues, beginning in 2017, the 2030 
Group, the various chambers of commerce and others came 
together and considered whether to pursue a campaign for 
significant federal support. A regional campaign across three 
jurisdictions was considered very hard to execute.

A sales tax had been the District of Columbia’s preferred 
approach to securing dedicated funding for WMATA, but 

Virginia wasn’t sold on that idea, as it would have hit its 
residents hard. The District wanted a ridership formula that 
took into account the number of stations being served as 
well as service hours and this was all leading up to when the 
Board was to put out its recommendations.

According to Joe McAndrew of the Greater Washington 
Partnership, “At the same time we were creating MetroNow 
and working with the Smart Growth Coalition, the labor unions 
and the transit advocates and then the local officials at the 
[Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (COG)], 
COG didn’t have the capacity to get a deal done. Instead, 
they wrote a letter saying, ‘We have a $15.5 billion backlog 
for maintenance and state of good repair … and we will come 
back to you next year with our plan.’

One of the good things that came out of the work of the COG 
was it gave the fledgling MetroNow coalition a dollar number 
and the messaging it needed for the ask to the two state 
legislatures and the District for a commitment that, through 
bonding, would help the region raise the needed $15.5 
billion. What emerged was a plan that called for $500 million 
in perpetuity for future bonding. A report from Secretary Ray 
LaHood’s USDOT determined that the District of Columbia 
would need to contribute $178.5 million, Maryland $167 
million, and Virginia $154 million. There are also federal funds 
coming and other funding sources.

However, securing that $154 million from Virginia was proving 
difficult in the state legislature. While some of the Republican 
leadership supported the governor and MetroNow’s ambition, 
rural Republicans held crucial power in Richmond and were 
more skeptical. Then, a month into the legislative session, 
Amazon announced that northern Virginia was a candidate 
for their HQ2, with an understanding that one of their criteria 
was transit accessibility.

Amazon’s bid was critical to the Virginia Legislature and 
became a frequent talking point for Governor Northam. 
There was fear that Amazon would go to another site if the 
region couldn’t come together as two states and the District 
to address its undercapitalized and unsafe transit system. 
Shannon Valentine, Virginia’s Secretary of Transportation, 
took the line that 75% of business development in the prior 
five years was within a half a mile of a transit station, and they 
would aim for 100% moving forward. 

Amazon was considering three sites in the region and, in the 
end, it selected one of the most transit-rich locations in the 
D.C. area in Arlington/Crystal City, now renamed National 
Landing. Transit closed the Amazon deal.
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Campaign

The first step of the MetroNow campaign was to conduct 
polling to identify what the region wanted and to help craft 
the messaging, advocacy and policy approach. Fairly quickly, 
the group homed in on which messages were needed to carry 
the program. FC2’s Maura Brophy credits the considerable 
groundwork laid by area groups and individuals who had the 
forethought years ago to anticipate the transportation needs 
of the region.

Brophy and FC2 put together a steering committee to 
begin building a strong coalition. The group was diverse; 
it included environmental groups like the Sierra Club, 
business associations, regional universities, the smart growth 
advocates and the pedestrian and bike advocates.

Without a campaign background, Brophy relied heavily on 
MetroNow Campaign Manager Clare Flannery and others, 
while she led FC2’s advocacy team in D.C., Virginia and 
Maryland. The advocacy team identified lobbyists who would 
update the group on the campaign’s progress at each of the 
statehouses during weekly Friday conference calls. 

The Northern Virginia Chamber of Commerce is the largest 
chamber in northern Virginia and the third largest chamber in 
the region. Because of its knowledge of the workings of the 
statehouse in Richmond, the chamber was asked whether it 
would drive the Virginia legislative campaign for MetroNow. 
The legislative session in Virginia starts early during the 
second week in January. The challenge for the Northern 
Virginia Chamber was to demonstrate to Richmond that 
there was no other choice. Northern Virginia is the economic 
engine of the entire commonwealth; Virginia had to lead.

According to Joe McAndrew, the MetroNow campaign started 
in earnest in 2016/2017. The business community had been 
behind the coalition’s goals since its creation, convening with 
the Greater Washington Board of Trade every two years. 

During the Spring of 2018, it was apparent to Maryland that 
if Virginia made the commitment, Maryland had to commit as 
well. Competitiveness between the two states got both bills 
across the finish line.

Since Virginia was the first of the three entities to convene 
a legislative session, it was the first to act. The Virginia 
Legislature passed its bill on March 5, 2018.

“Somewhere down the path, others said to us 
that the leading CEOs hadn’t gotten involved in 
this sort of thing since Metro was originally built. 

We are building the DNA of what the business 
community needs to do for the region to thrive 
and prosper.” 

Joe McAndrew, Greater Washington 
Partnership

In Annapolis, Dru Schmidt-Perkins handled the lobbying with 
the Maryland Legislature, using strong communication and 
research to establish the delegations’ concerns while other 
coalition members focused on labor and the other community 
partners.

The Coalition for Smarter Growth and the business community 
coordinated efforts with the Virginia Legislature to make the 
case that if they wanted to save Metro, they should not put 
onerous union conditions into their proposal that D.C. and 
Maryland would reject. The business community was also 
critical to convincing Governor Hogan of Maryland to go 
along with the plan, just as it had convinced him not to cancel 
the Metro Purple Line earlier in his administration.

Once the deal was done, the MetroNow coalition received 
assurances from Wiedefeld that the lion’s share of the money 
included in the deal would go to state of good repair and not 
immediately to expanding the system. 

Major campaign milestones along the way included: 
coordinated calls for Metro reform from Washington, D.C. 
Mayor Muriel Bowser, Maryland Governor Paul Hogan and 
former Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe; the release of the 
Metro reform report from Secretary Ray LaHood; and the 
introduction in the U.S. House of Representatives of the 
METRO Accountability and Reform Act by U.S. Representative 
Barbara Comstock (R-VA).
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The Washington Post’s Bob McCartney felt that business 
community involvement was critical, and he used his column 
to argue that the business community needed to get involved.

“Initially there were a whole bunch of obstacles 
to this given that the biz community in the 
Washington area, - especially the Greater 
Washington Board of Trade, wasn’t really 
functioning – had a slow period there. There 
were rival organizations that were springing up 
[to fill the leadership void] including the Northern 
Virginia Chamber of Commerce and the 2030 
Group.” 

Bob McCartney, Washington Post

A Back Channel Approach

MetroNow recognized that the campaign needed a more 
back channel approach than a public referendum campaign 
might have required.

Campaign Manager Clare Flannery set up an aggressive call 
structure because Virginia races are only sixty days. The 
timetable was so compressed that MetroNow had to have 
things lined up perfectly. Still, the group was adjusting the 
pitch almost every day. As Flannery explains,

“On Mondays we had all of the legislative people 
on a conference call. The NVTC [the Northern 
Virginia Transportation Commission] provided the 
overlay for everyone to be on the same page. 
‘This delegate is here on the proposal, we need 
to show her or him a little love…’

Since everyone was so clear on the objective, it 
helped keep parochial agendas to a minimum; 
not completely, but it helped. Tuesday it was the 
Communications people; what messaging was 
coming out. Wednesday each group talked with 
their groups and partners.

Thursday was whatever additional calls we had 
to make.

And Friday we had our Executive Committee 
calls.”

Former Washington Mayor Tony Williams was pushing for 
a control board to take over Metro, but that was ultimately 
rejected. Bob McCartney believed that a legislative 
concession, a three-percent cap on the operating budget, 
would mean problems down the road for WMATA. He 

credits Mayor Bowser, “… but the real key was the people 
in Virginia and Maryland and the Northern Virginia Chamber 
of Commerce which played a big role in getting legislatures 
lined up.” Importantly, they also got other chambers of 
commerce across the two states to recognize that they 
needed Metro Washington to thrive economically so it could 
benefit programs and provide revenue throughout the states. 

Communications

Congestion and traffic matter to campaigns like MetroNow. 
Commuters know and understand how traffic impacts their 
daily lives, how it impacts their quality of life and the region’s 
ability to attract business and thrive economically. The 
MetroNow coalition stressed the importance of keeping the 
region competitive through a safe and reliable transit system.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, most Pentagon and 
Homeland Security workers got to work by Metro. The system 
continued to operate on 9/11 (September 11, 2001) and when 
the region experienced a small earthquake.

Critical to understanding the MetroNow campaign was 
understanding and conveying how unique Washington 
Metro is to the nation and Congress. With federal workers 
(pre-pandemic) representing 40% of weekday morning 
riders, MetroNow seized the opportunity to tout the benefits 
of public transit to those who make federal transportation 
policy. “Metro has long been known as the ‘nation’s subway’ 
and one that Americans from across the country take pride 
in,” says Stewart Schwartz, Executive Director of the Coalition 
for Smarter Growth.

“Forty-two percent of Metro’s ridership – around 
500,000 rail and bus trips per day – [Pre-Covid 
19 pandemic] comes from riders who use the 
Federal Transit Benefit, including private-sector 
workers.”

PlanItMetro – Metro’s Planning Blog

Compared with many cities that have a self-declared primary 
commitment to serving transit-dependent riders who 
tend to be more working class or poor, Washington Metro 
is intentional about providing service to a diverse mix of 
riders. For example, McLean, Virginia, is the fastest growing 
station area in the system. McLean is historically wealthy―a 
community most would not call economically and culturally 
diverse. But it illustrates a point:

“In Washington, everyone rides Metro. And 
not coincidentally, everyone recognizes how 
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important the system is to the region’s economic 
well-being and their day-to-day lives.”

Accelerator for America

The MetroNow coalition had support from across the board. 
WMATA’s Regina Sullivan explains, “This will always be a 
company town with the federal government, but the business 
community appreciated that they needed to do this. A 
commitment to dedicated funding would not have happened 
without the MetroNow coalition.”

MetroNow is an example of what a region can achieve outside 
of a ballot referendum. For Maura Brophy, the takeaway is, “If 
you have success, recognize the value of what you’ve built 
and use it to build other things.”

“Tours of the Metro system for U.S. senators and 
representatives could be part of a concerted 
campaign to bolster appreciation of transit 
generally and Metro in particular. Free parking 
at the Capitol in a region with transit as fine as 
Washington’s sends the wrong message to our 
legislature and the public.”

 Accelerator for America

There is no overemphasizing how the business community’s 
engagement, especially in the Washington region, was critical 
to the success of MetroNow. It was crucial to sell the idea that 
the Washington region needed better transit to continue to 
be the economic engine it had become for both Maryland 
and Virginia. Both states get the lion’s share of their tax 
revenue from the D.C. area. For example, northern Virginia, 
which encompasses just seven percent of the state’s land 
area, accounts for almost half the state’s economic growth, 
more than half its new jobs, and nearly half of income-tax 
revenues.

Washington Metro: A Core Statewide Asset

In Washington, D.C., it is relatively easy to make the case for 
Metro. The system operates in every ward and every part 
of the city. Elected officials in the District understand the 
importance of Metro. Outside of the District, the challenge 
was to lend support to elected officials who were working 
to get out the message that, even if Metro didn’t serve your 
area directly, the system benefits do. MetroNow knew it 
had to convey the importance of Metro to both Virginia and 
Maryland.

Former Northern Virginia Chamber of Commerce Vice 
President for Government Relations Michael Forehand recalls 

that it was a struggle to convince downstate legislators to pony 
up dedicated funding for WMATA. “You want me to send $150 
million a year to an out-of-state entity that has a questionable 
management history and significant maintenance lapses? 
Some legislators looked at me like I had six heads,” explains 
Forehand.

In its pitch to Virginia legislators, MetroNow made the 
argument that Metro transports 300,000 Virginians a day 
and Virginia should be supporting this as a state asset. The 
Republicans replied that they were not going to do this with 
new money and that they would have to divert money from 
other transportation programs to fund Metro.

“We came down to Richmond and said we were 
going to be agnostic on how the Legislature gets 
to $150 million. But as the first legislature out of 
the gate, before Maryland and Washington, DC, 
they needed to set the tone.”

Michael Forehand, Northern Virginia Chamber 
of Commerce

The back and forth went on right up to the last day before 
the end of the legislative session. Ultimately, the Republican 
approach prevailed and the legislature agreed to fund 
WMATA with funds redirected from other northern Virginia 
transportation projects. The legislature also conditioned its 
support on a cap on WMATA spending at three percent. The 
cap is a problem for WMATA as expenses will always be 
somewhat unpredictable. But committing state revenue to an 
out-of-state agency is also difficult, and such is the nature of 
legislative compromise.

MetroNow also built on the region’s prior collaboration. 
The Metro extension out to Dulles Airport had brought the 
business community and environmentalists together, though 
they remained at odds on countless other issues including a 
bridge widening and express-lane network expansion.

Fundraising

Like all campaigns, MetroNow had to fundraise. One of 
the biggest challenges was being cognizant of potential 
donors and mindful of the donor cycle. According to Joe 
McAndrew, MetroNow started with a budget in the $300,000 
range and ended up spending upwards of $500,000, plus 
at least $100,000 in in-kind staff support and advocacy. 
Contributions ranged from a couple of thousand dollars 
to $50,000. The coalition was also structured with in-kind 
staffing and office support in a way that reduced its overall 
operating budget by $200,000. According to McAndrew, 
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“This was a coalition effort with each organization providing 
in-kind support through direct staff hours advocating for 
the bill, communications support on messaging and media 
engagement and organizing of key influencers to engage 
leaders at various stages to push this effort forward.”

All business organizations on the coalition’s Executive 
Committee not only contributed themselves but also asked 
other local businesses to support the campaign. 

Though the regional business groups had never worked 
together on such an initiative before, there was now a 
strong sense that they all needed to be involved and make 
a contribution. The coalition took advantage of competition 
between the business groups to raise money for the 
campaign.

“There is no one size fits all. The campaign needs 
to go on what you think is right. And you always 
have to be adjusting. As long as you know where 
that North Star is, that’s the key.”

Clare Flannery, MetroNow Campaign Manager

Recap

The MetroNow campaign benefited from what emerged as 
a perfect storm of sorts. But even perfect storms don’t occur 
naturally. It was the considerable legwork that had been done 
over the prior decade or more by transportation planners, 
smart growth and transit advocates, and labor and business 
leaders that made the soil fertile enough for the MetroNow 
campaign to grow.

That sort of collaboration doesn’t happen every year. 
Having several business organizations with different 
missions and styles working together was challenging. The 
Greater Washington Partnership, for example, had excellent 
relationships with Governor Northam of Virginia. The Northern 
Virginia Chamber was able to build a good relationship with 
Virginia Secretary of Transportation Shannon Valentine. The 
Greater Washington Board of Trade had great relationships 
in the Virginia Governor’s Executive Mansion and MetroNow 
had a formidable asset in former Washington Mayor Anthony 
Williams at the Federal City Council.

“It was a lot of entities rowing in the same 
direction towards a common goal, but in addition 
there was a confluence of events, with Amazon’s 
D.C. Metro bid being the exclamation point 
helping move the region to a place where this 
was possible where it would not have been 
possible six months earlier.” 

Michael Forehand, Northern Virginia Chamber 
of Commerce

$500 million in perpetuity is a big ask and it took champions 
across the region going out on a limb to make it happen.

HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY, FL

All For Transportation - Tampa
In 2018, Hillsborough County, Florida voters approved a one-
cent transportation sales tax increase. Forty-five percent of 
the measure, which will generate nine billion dollars over the 
next three decades, will support the local transit authority.

Problem

Tampa Bay is a three-county area encompassing parts of 
Hillsborough, Pinellas and Pasco Counties, with the city of 
Tampa serving as the urban center of Hillsborough County. 
The county itself is very diverse, ranging from farmland to 
urban Tampa. Eastern Hillsborough County residents didn’t 
expect to see local transit included in a transportation plan at 
all, just their roads to be repaved within their lifetime. 

To its supporters, the need for transportation funding in 
Hillsborough County was so obvious that some felt the need 
was undeniable. Instead, the debate was over the plan: the 
mode of transit needed in the urban areas and the best 
formula for allocating money to transit versus roads.

The population centers in Hillsborough County including 
Tampa are relatively transient, but the business community 
was fairly unanimous in its support of the push for a 
transportation sales tax. In 2016, the Hillsborough County 
commissioners had refused to put a transportation sales tax 
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measure on the ballot. Since the commission wouldn’t do it, 
another tack had to be taken.

What was proposed was a 30-year, one-cent sales tax. The 
decision to go with a one-cent tax with federal matching was 
central to the campaign. By the time this went to the ballot, 
there was a backlog of seven billion to eight billion dollars in 
county infrastructure projects.

“If you don’t have a car, you can’t live here. It 
was so clear to me that we were failing them. I 
found this unacceptable. I see the human side, 
see those who are not as lucky as me. There is 
nothing more important than funding this basic 
infrastructure that gives people a better life for 
them and their families.”

Christina Barker, All For Transportation

As campaigns go, All For Transportation (AFT) started late 
and the group behind it was perhaps underestimated. 

Tampa Bay has negligible public transit, including a 
bare-bones bus system. In 2010, a heavy rail initiative in 
Hillsborough County had failed. In 2014, a transportation 
campaign in Pinellas County failed as well. 

When only two percent of the population rides public transit 
and when it is unsafe and unreliable, as it was here, it is difficult 
to get voters to step up and fund transit improvements. Still, 
the region and Hillsborough County’s population growth 
underscored the need to give residents an alternative to 
single-passenger automobiles. So, in 2016, Hillsborough 
County began working on a referendum. In Florida, counties 
can levy up to a one-percent tax on the voters by referendum.

Campaign

Tyler Hudson and Christina Barker are co-founders of AFT, 
which they describe as a community-led effort to address 
Hillsborough County’s traffic congestion and lack of transit 
options. Hudson grew up in Tampa. He attended college and 
worked in Washington, D.C. before coming back to Tampa in 
2013. His resumé includes work with Barack Obama’s Florida 
field campaign and five years at the law firm of Holland & 
Knight before leaving to join a boutique land-use firm. 

Christina Barker has lived in Tampa since high school 
and, right out of college, worked for a local nonprofit that 
sheltered women and children. As Barker recalls, “I was 
doing fundraising, and I met all of these women who could 
get a job no problem, but sure enough they couldn’t keep the 
job because they couldn’t get to work.”

Barker worked as Vice President of Community Partnerships 
and Policy in the Vinik Family Office which manages the 
independent business interests of the Tampa Bay Lightning 
owner, Jeff Vinik. Of note, Barker also previously worked as 
special assistant to former Tampa Mayor Bob Buckhorn.

Polling was critical to AFT’s campaign. With promising early 
polling, the group went to a broader cross-section of the 
business community seeking support for their idea. Tampa 
Bay Lightning owner Jeff Vinik committed $150,000 early on 
to a signature petition drive that had to get 50,000 signatories. 
The ballot language was prepared and the petition signatures 
were certified in late July 2018. The campaign relied on 
Mercury Public Affairs, a bipartisan political strategy and 
consulting firm that focuses on campaigns and political 
communications, throughout the effort. AFT’s founders had 
a prior relationship with Mercury and the firm had performed 
the 2016 transportation polling, so they had institutional 
memory of Tampa’s effort to expand public transportation in 
the region.

AFT launched in June 2018 and the group ended up 
collecting 77,000 petitions in six weeks at a cost of $1 million. 
From that point on it was a total sprint, leaving little time to 
secure many formal endorsements. Barker and Hudson also 
kept their efforts quiet on purpose, as they wanted to catch 
any opposition off guard.

Still, AFT encountered opposition from a group called No Tax 
for Tracks and another called Fix Our Roads First.

“All for Transportation benefited a lot from the 
fact no one was taking us seriously. We didn’t 
have a ton of organized opposition. The Koch 



Accelerating Transportation: A Tale of Five Cities info@acceleratorforamerica.org
acceleratorforamerica.org

13

brothers did some radio and we saw some 
unsophisticated mailers, but they couldn’t get 
their feet under us because we moved so fast.”

Christina Barker, All For Transportation

The formula AFT chose followed the county’s long-range 
transportation plan (LRTP). What was novel was the use of a 
charter amendment to achieve its results.

The twenty-year 2040 LRTP analyzed a range of different 
funding models. The campaign adopted the plan’s one-
cent revenue source model. While it offered something 
for everyone, no one got all they wanted. “The spirit of 
compromise with which the plan was conceived was one of 
the reasons it achieved success at the polls and garnered 
minimum opposition,” recalls Tyler Hudson.

AFT won with 57% of the vote, securing an estimated $300 
million per year of funding for a region of 1.4 million residents, 
with 45% of the revenue supporting the transit authority. All for 
Transportation raised roughly $4.5 million for the campaign.

Christina Barker has worked on big tent kinds of campaigns, 
but AFT was run under a more streamlined approach. The 
Tampa experience underscores that there is more than one 
way to win a transportation ballot initiative. No one size fits 
all.

Communications

AFT’s champions were County Commissioner Les Miller, Jeff 
Vinik, and other local business leadership. Miller and Vinik 
threw their weight behind the campaign from the start, as did 
former Tampa Mayor Bob Buckhorn. Each played a critical 
role in expanding the campaign’s reach.

“The voters knew and experienced it. They 
missed dinners. They missed soccer practice. 
Passing up a job that’s 45 minutes away. We had 
some sniping about a sales tax being regressive, 
but that was an academic argument. We’re not 
at the university. We sent out a ton of direct 
mail and ran one TV ad. Ad time was largely 
bought up. We did some radio. The best thing 
we did was channel the outrage that is bubbling 
beneath the surface about the poor state of our 
roads and bridges.”

Tyler Hudson, All For Transportation

The campaign’s “something for everyone” approach proved 
to be critical. Hillsborough County is very diverse with 

similarly diverse transportation needs. 

“We had a rule. No map. In past campaigns 
everyone looked at the maps and said ‘the lines 
and dots [stops] are not near me.’ We didn’t talk 
about buses, rail or ferries. We talked about safer 
roads. We didn’t create a big tent. It was a small 
group. We took some criticism from the NAACP 
because they weren’t included in the planning, 
but at the end of the day we won in every single 
African American district. We knew that there was 
that level of support from average voters in every 
community. We took some hits for our approach, 
but it worked.”

Christina Barker, All For Transportation

Pedestrian and bike safety issues were also big selling 
points for the All for Transportation campaign.

“In the newspapers, if it bleeds it leads. 
Unfortunately, a number of bike and multiple 
pedestrian fatalities occurred during the 
campaign. We didn’t exploit them, but we drove 
home how this initiative would help bike and 
pedestrian safety.”

Tyler Hudson, All For Transportation

The campaign largely let other people tell their stories. “We 
didn’t have a stump speech. We let people talk about that 
one intersection where the light doesn’t change, and they’re 
upset about it. You want your lights timed? We’re not paying 
for much, so we’re not getting much,” recalls Barker. 

Fundraising

Describing the AFT campaign, Barker recalls, “We were 
nobody. Who are these kids? We talked to everyone we 
could find: grassroots, business leaders, and we finally got 
in front of Jeff Vinik. He said if you can bring me back a poll 
that shows support for a transportation sales tax, I will back 
you. We raised $30,000 from the business community, Jeff 
Vinik gave $5,000, and we got six total pledges to do a poll. 
The poll showed a full-cent sales tax increase would pass 
with 65 percent of the vote, based on ballot language that 
we drafted.”

The focus of the poll was to gauge interest in the idea of a 
countywide transportation sales tax. The poll was conducted 
over Memorial Day weekend in 2018. The results showed 
that 72% of those polled supported a half-cent sales tax, 
while 63% supported a one-cent tax.
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According to Christina Barker, the campaign didn’t do any 
grassroots fundraising due to her opinion that there was not 
the time nor bandwidth for the effort. Instead, they focused 
on support from the business community with checks of 
$10,000 or higher. 

“Accelerator for America gave us a third party 
validator. They helped us go to larger donors 
than we could get on our own. As a resource, 
they were very helpful explaining how you do this 
and sharing what the Koch brothers were doing 
in Nashville. This intel helped us disarm potential 
opponents in Hillsborough County.”

Christina Barker, All For Transportation

Recap

What worked for All for Transportation was keeping the 
message general and not getting too detailed about the 
plan. No maps. Overall, AFT tried to present their arguments 
in plain English and to keep the conversation as high level as 
possible.

“In a community like this, you have to make sure 
that there’s something in it for the 99 percent 
who drive. It needed to be a balanced plan. 
Over time we hope that there is going to be a 
shift in the culture, over 10, 20 years, but in the 
short term, 700,000 people are going to move 
to Tampa in the next 30 years and we can’t 
widen our roads, we need to attack the region’s 
transportation needs on multiple fronts.”

Christina Barker, All For Transportation

Unfortunately, a win isn’t always a sure thing, even after the 
votes have been counted. The AFT victory at the polls was 
swiftly challenged in the courts.

A month after the transportation sales tax received over 57% 
of the vote on the November 2018 ballot, Hillsborough County 
Commissioner Stacy White filed suit to invalidate the 30-year, 
multi-billion-dollar transportation sales tax. The lawsuit went 
before the Florida Supreme Court and named ten defendants, 
including the County, the Cities of Tampa, Temple Terrace and 
Plant City, the Hillsborough Area Regional Transit Authority 
(HART), and the County Clerk. Given the Florida high court’s 
conservative judicial philosophy, Barker and Hudson were 
concerned that the ruling would go against them. AFT even 
authored an op-ed for the Tampa Bay Times, but the group’s 
attorneys didn’t think a public campaign aimed at influencing 
the justices would be helpful.

In oral arguments in Tallahassee, some court watchers 
witnessed a public lashing of the All for Transportation 
campaign by the justices for having the boldness to challenge 
the “divine authority” of the county commissioners. After 
several months of silence, the Florida State Supreme Court 
finally issued its ruling on the fate of All for Transportation―
siding 4-1 against the measure. While disappointed, the 
region’s transit advocates are committed to continuing the 
fight in the future. 

PHOENIX, AZ

Defending Light Rail in the Southwest
Even once you have won, the struggle continues to ensure 
adequate funding for needed transportation improvements. 
Constant vigilance concerning efforts to roll back transit 
expansion plans can help preserve critical gains made in the 
past.

Problem

Phoenix today is the fifth largest city in the country and the 
major population center for a region that is changing by the 
day. Phoenix is a city built for drivers with a population of 1.6 
million, many of whom now spend their weekdays stuck in 
rush hour traffic on the I-10 freeway.

On August 25, 2015, Phoenix residents voted by a 55-45% 
margin for Prop 104, also known as Transportation 2050 
(T2050). The $31.5 billion transportation sales tax measure 
would add 42 miles of new light rail, bus rapid transit and 
new stations to the Phoenix metro area’s transit system, as 
well as shade to all bus stops in Phoenix by 2035 to combat 
the blistering temperatures. Transportation 2050’s success 
marked the third time in two decades that Phoenix residents 
voted to expand the Valley Metro Rail system, which serves 
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48,000 riders each weekday. By June of 2018, the city had 
built six miles of light rail at a cost of $450 million.

On some level, Phoenix’s forward motion on improved 
multimodal transportation was a departure from the mixed 
picture nationally. As the New York Times shared in a late 
August 2019 article entitled Phoenix Votes to Expand Light 
Rail, as Cities Wrestle With Public Transit, “In Durham, N.C., 
plans for a light rail route connecting residents, universities 
and hospitals were scrapped amid objections from Duke 
University officials, who said it would cause problems at the 
school’s medical campus. In Baltimore, Maryland’s governor, 
Larry Hogan, deemed a transit line proposal too expensive, 
ending hopes for a link between the east and west sides of 
the city ...”

Former Phoenix Mayor Greg Stanton had been a chief 
advocate of Prop 104. When he left the Mayor’s Office to run 
for Congress, two city council members, who had also backed 
Prop 104, resigned to run for mayor. With these departures, 
opposition saw an opening to challenge the rationale and 
cost of the program by introducing Propositions 105 and 
106. Prop 105 would cancel all light rail extensions and divert 
the revenue that Valley Metro Rail would have used to other 
transportation projects, including street repair or bus service. 
Prop 106 would require the City of Phoenix to accelerate the 
repayment of its debt and place a cap on spending on other 
city services, such as libraries or park programs.

In 2018, three of the lines proposed in the 2015 ballot measure 
had yet to be built and opposition focused their efforts on the 
South Central Light Rail Extension, which would run through 
South Phoenix’s largely Latinx neighborhoods. They aimed 
to stop construction and ultimately add a prohibition to any 
future light rail construction and improvements into the city’s 
charter. 

Valley Metro had already endured eight years of FTA review 
for the South Central Line Extension. The last step was for 
the Phoenix City Council to say “yes.” However, some South 
Phoenix residents and business owners were disappointed 
that they were not sufficiently included in the extension’s 
planning discussions and helped to organize the opposition 
efforts. They disputed how many street lanes the extension’s 
construction would require and the validity of the project as a 
whole, even managing to force votes on the extension within 
the City Council. 

As it happened, both councilmembers who had decided to 
run to succeed Mayor Stanton had sections of the extension 
project in their district: Kate Gallego’s District 8 and Daniel 

Valenzeula’s District 5. When Gallego eventually won, she 
recognized the need to challenge some conventional 
wisdom that the standard message should be pro-business. 
Phoenix needed to find a new approach, and it needed to 
pair Prop 105 with Prop 106 in the public’s eye.

Prop 105’s passage would have been devastating to 
Phoenix’s efforts to ease congestion by expanding public 
transit. And given Phoenix’s growth in recent years, the 
idea of throwing away regional and national money already 
earmarked for light rail was hard to fathom. Mayor Gallego 
and her campaign manager, Tony Cani, formed Invest in PHX 
in response to these propositions: a coalition of community 
members, nonprofit organizations, neighborhood groups, 
workers, business leaders and elected officials to defeat 
Props 105 and 106 while supporting continued investment in 
needed infrastructure in the Phoenix area. 

As a government entity, Valley Metro Rail cannot lobby in 
the way private groups can. In Arizona, Friends of Transit fills 
an important void. According to its website, the mission of 
Friends of Transit “… is to educate the public on the benefits 
and importance to the Greater Phoenix community of a 
well-designed and accessible mass transit system. The idea 
of forming Friends of Transit came about after the Phoenix 
electorate approved a sales tax increase in 2000 to fund a 
comprehensive transit system, consisting of improved bus 
service and the addition of a light rail transit component. 
As a result of the successful transit elections in the cities of 
Phoenix and Tempe, several community leaders identified 
the continuing need to educate the public about the benefits 
of the voter-approved plans, especially given that some 
elements of the system would not be implemented for several 
years following the vote.”

Campaign

The Invest in PHX coalition was critical to success at the 
ballot box but so was voter confidence in Mayor Gallego. As 
chair of the campaign for transit during her time on the City 
Council, Gallego’s support for the transit system helped her 
run for mayor and gave the public a sense of her vision for 
Phoenix.

“We sent targeted mail about local investments in your area. 
276 different targeted mailings. In 2015, we had a map that 
showed what it meant for voters across the region locally. 
We are very politically diverse with strong Democratic and 
Republican areas,” explains the Mayor. The city’s growth has 
brought new residents from cities where there are already 
strong existing transit systems, including many who are car-
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free and committed to reducing their carbon footprint.

Transparency coupled with fact-based information is very 
powerful. Invest in PHX campaign strategist Dave Smolensky 
returns frequently to the topic: “I am a consultant; I am being 
paid to be here by engineering firms that want to build the 
light rail. It’s out there and we tell everyone. Meanwhile, the 
other side is not being transparent.”

While studying voter data from Mayor Gallego’s special 
election in March of 2019, Tony Cani noted that 20% of 
its voters were regular participants for congressional, 
presidential and primary contests but had never voted in a 
municipal election before. There were more engaged voters 
than ever before. 

The campaign hired John Hagner at Clarity Campaign 
Labs to create a turnout score from all city voters and two 
support scores for Prop 105 and Prop 106. This was critical. 
Clarity’s model predicted even higher turnout than in the 
mayoral election―the campaign thought that turnout would 
be historically low. The unexpected data propelled the 
campaign to ensure targeted communications went out 
about the election and, just as predicted, more people voted 
in the August 2019 election than had in March.

“This is something I would suggest become commonplace,” 
Cani explains. “I am a big proponent of research. In the end 
on Prop 106, we won in every single district, and on Prop 105 
we only lost in two voting districts. In South Phoenix we won 
by 60 percent but even in conservative Ahwatukee, a part of 
the district where the most vocal rail opponent was a council 
member, we also won by 60 percent.”

In addition to the Mayor, Tony Cani credits Councilmembers 
Debra Stark and Laura Pastor for their hard work making 
constituents aware of the importance of getting out to vote in 
support of Invest in PHX by empowering the various groups 
in the coalition. The unions targeted their voters and the 
campaign executed a solid, persuasion-based ground game. 
Invest in PHX was able to flip people who had been against 
rail by using a highly trained group of canvassers, as opposed 
to a “drop and flip” canvassing approach.

Communications

Based on the local news coverage, candidates for office 
were even nervous to talk about light rail. Tony Cani credits 
the critics: “They did a tremendous job both on local news 
and in print, such that people were aware of the controversy 
in a place where a smaller community usually follows this sort 
of thing.”

Dave Smolensky underscores the importance of driving 
home Invest in PHX’s positive message:

“It’s not just about the Koch brothers. It’s whoever 
it is. It’s more about getting the word out that 
this is where we live, where we operate, where 
our business is. We want this here. In South 
Phoenix part of our message was that the lack 
of transit was hurting the residents. Without rail, 
if you wanted to get into Phoenix to get to a job, 
you needed a car. That was our message. It’s 
approved, let’s build it.”

Dave Smolensky, Campaign Strategist

The Invest in PHX campaign knew that it needed a 
coordinated pitch about both the present and the future of 
the city. It developed a strategy to drive home:

• There has been a plan in place for growth;

• We voted on this three times already; and 

• There is a group of outsiders taking it up again. Why do 
you have to vote again?

The second big messaging lesson the campaign learned 
from the research was that promoting the potential economic 
benefits was not effective: 

“We had always spoken about the role of rail in 
development and jobs, to pull in conservative 
voters, business-friendly voters. Well, you have 
to make this investment because it will grow the 
economy. We found that that message didn’t 
really work and there was a backlash [even] 
among conservative voters.”

Tony Cani, Invest in PHX

Tony Cani’s instinct was that talking about development and 
jobs would have fed into the anti-gentrification argument of the 
left and stoked fears of further working-class displacement. 
At the same time, talking about development and jobs is not 
a compelling counter-narrative to those concerned about 
costs.

“We found that instead it was more effective to 
talk about light rail at the human level. To flip 
that argument. To say this elevates the lives of 
individuals; it helps people get to school and to 
work.

We really stayed away from job creation and all 
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that sort of stuff. They were so geared up on the 
other side about costs, we ignored it. Instead we 
focused and said we passed this already, and it 
improves life.”

Tony Cani, Invest in PHX

The Invest in PHX campaign also struggled to engage Jessica 
Boehm, the sole city reporter at The Arizona Republic, in the 
story. At one point, she even said to the campaign, “I don’t 
think people are interested in this and I don’t think they are 
interested in outside influence either.”

Josh Cohen is the head of the American Public Transportation 
Association’s (APTA’s) Center for Transportation Excellence 
(CFTE). In this role, Cohen tracks and supports transit 
measures throughout the country. Cohen’s background 
includes work on voter engagement and voter persuasion 
for the Obama campaign. As Cohen recalls, Jessica Boehm 
didn’t want to make waves and wanted to be seen as impartial 
on the Prop 105 and Prop 106 ballot measures.

“I started looking it up, five different 990s 
[required federal tax forms for non profits]. This 
group contributed to this group. This group 
contributed to that group and boom. I could 
prove it. I could take this to the media, the 
reporters, they need help with their research. 
Then you demonstrate that this person is being 
paid to kill it. So that was our turning point in the 
campaign.”

Dave Smolensky, Campaign Strategist

“When you buy a URL, you can mask it, who owns it. They 
didn’t spend the additional eight dollars to mask it. I found 
it was one of the people leading the opposition who denied 
he had anything to do with the initiative. He had lied,” recalls 
Smolensky.

“We sent the 990s to the media including 
The Arizona Republic, it changed their whole 
demeanor. All of a sudden they said we have 
to look at this, and that the majority of Phoenix 
wanted it. And then it’s just ongoing. Make sure 
people understand, educate. Make sure that the 
City Council is hearing from their constituents.”

Dave Smolensky, Campaign Strategist

Additionally, comedian Hasan Minhaj took on the Koch 
brothers’ involvement in Phoenix’s light rail debate on his 
Netflix show, Patriot Act. Weighing in on Proposition 105, 

which would have banned Phoenix from constructing new 
rail lines, Minhaj’s show links the anti-light rail movement 
in Phoenix to the Koch brothers’ efforts nationally to quash 
the growth of public transit. The segment includes Minhaj’s 
critique of an ad from Building a Better Phoenix, one of the 
groups opposed to light rail expansion in Phoenix.

As Tony Cani recalls it, “We saw the need to go after the 
national and outside groups. They were being sneaky. We 
knew we had to brand the opposition as outsiders and that 
this was part of a fight against transit being waged around 
the country.”

“There were all of these indications that the 
Koch Brothers-funded group Americans for 
Prosperity (AFP) was involved with the Phoenix 
ballot initiatives. The opposition was also sloppy. 
They made unforced errors, some of which were 
contradicted by the Facebook ad archive, that 
they were buying ads against light rail. It was 
clear they had lied to everyone, including the 
press.

One of our best attacks was that Phoenix 
residents didn’t want dark money and outside 
groups telling them how to spend their money 
and live their lives. That with the polling paired 
very well with the sketchiness and political 
masquerading on the right.”

Josh Cohen, CFTE
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The Invest in PHX campaign also caught a break in reporting 
by Steven Hsieh at the Phoenix New Times. In Koch-Funded 
Group Helped Develop Plan to Kill Future of Phoenix Light 
Rail, Hsieh detailed how the Koch brothers-funded Arizona 
Free Enterprise Club helped draft the language for Proposition 
105, arranged meetings regarding the signature-gathering 
process, and regularly spoke with leaders of the movement.

Invest in PHX shared Hsieh’s story nationally, and this 
helped make the Koch brothers’ involvement and outside 
interference in Phoenix’s light rail expansion the real issue. 
The story became, “Local Phoenix residents being duped by 
outside money.” The New York Times and Washington Post 
picked up the story and this started to turn the tide back in 
Invest in PHX’s direction.

One of the anti-rail force’s biggest lines of attack was that 
light rail was too expensive at $50 million per mile. “Yes, it’s 
expensive but it’s worth it,” was the campaign’s response. 
The instinct is to say, “No it’s not too expensive.” It was a 
fight. The opponents’ sloppiness with the press and with their 
messaging made it easier to pick them apart.

It has been said before, but it is worth repeating that Mayor 
Kate Gallego was essential to the success of the Invest in PHX 
campaign. Recalls Tony Cani, “We didn’t want to motivate the 
opposition so we waited until the Mayor’s State of the City 
address, which was largely about the ballot propositions.”

“We really didn’t use many prominent business 
voices, so the Mayor was hugely important.”

 Tony Cani, Invest in PHX

Fundraising

According to its 2019 final campaign finance report, Invest in 
PHX spent a total of $1,197,517 in 2019 opposing both Prop 
105 and 106. 

This includes payments to campaign strategist Dave 
Smolensky and others who were critical to the win.

Recap

Mayor Gallego, who has championed expansion of the 
transit system in Phoenix, calls the ultimate NO votes on two 
propositions aimed at halting light rail expansion in Phoenix 
in August 2019 a powerful statement by the voters. The 
mayor also views support for expanded rail as an important 
endorsement of a notion of equity that the transit system 
should serve all Phoenix residents. The mayor credits AARP 
for reaching out to its members and the campaign’s outreach 

to the faith community with helping save Phoenix transit from 
Prop 105 and Prop 106.

The lesson of the Phoenix experience is that the pro-transit 
camp can’t ever stop campaigning and educating the public 
about the merits of public transportation.  

“You need to continue the outreach. You can 
stop the opposition from coming back but four or 
five months later they are going to be back with 
Prop 105. Ongoing education in my opinion is 
very important; ongoing at a low level, it ends up 
being more cost effective. If you don’t continue 
to educate people and remind people that they 
made a good decision, you will be in trouble. 
That’s hard. Being proactive is not an easy thing. 
But it’s better than the very aggressive time 
crunch campaign. I’d rather spend $100,000 over 
a year than $300,000 over a month.”

Dave Smolensky, Campaign Strategist 

Follow the Data

“Invest in PHX did it right, they did it well, and then 
they stuck to their guns based on what the data 
told them. It seems almost parochial.

Other cities reading this should be warned that it 
is sometimes hard to follow the data. Stakeholders 
and donors to your campaign will second-guess 
you, but you have to stand your ground and follow 
the data.”

The Accelerator

NASHVILLE, TN

Let’s Move Nashville
Learning from the lessons of failed campaigns to improve 
transportation will help other communities looking to advance 
their own transportation agendas to do so more successfully. 
Nashville represents a case with ample lessons in how not to 
run a campaign.

Problem

Let’s Move Nashville was a local transit referendum that 
appeared on the ballot on May 1, 2018. Had the referendum 
passed, it would have funded the Nashville Metropolitan 
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Transit Authority for construction of an $8.9 billion transit 
plan that included several bus rapid transit (BRT) and 
light rail lines, as well as interest and operating costs. The 
referendum would have raised four city taxes with most of 
the new revenue raised through an increase in the sales tax 
to 10.25%, a full point increase, by 2023. Unfortunately, on 
election day, Let’s Move Nashville failed with nearly 64% of 
voters siding against it. 

In a word, the Nashville ballot fight was ugly. It invoked strong 
passions and accusations of gross misrepresentations by 
those on the other side of the issue. Writing in an op-ed in  
The Tennessean, a finance commissioner under a former 
governor likened the initiative to the desegregation of the 
city’s lunch counters. At one point following a mass shooting 
at a Waffle House restaurant in the Nashville neighborhood 
of Antioch, the anti-transit group Better Transit for Nashville 
made reference to the killings on its Facebook page writing, 
“[W]e are sorry to post this, but ‘transit’ will bring more crime 
like this.” The post was later deleted, but not before some 
readers were exposed to the lie that improving mobility 
would bring more crime to the city.

Let’s Move Nashville was proposed by then-Mayor Megan 
Barry in 2017 under the Tennessee IMPROVE Act, giving cities 
across the state the authority to implement a new local option 
to fund public transit. The referendum included 26 miles of 
light rail and 25 miles of BRT, a 1.8 mile downtown transit 
tunnel, 19 transit centers, as well as additional funding for 
local buses, the existing Music City Star commuter rail line and 
signal, and sidewalk and bike infrastructure improvements, 
with phased construction slated for 2018-2032 (BRT by 2023 
and light rail between 2026-2032).

Shanna Singh Hughey is president of ThinkTennessee, a 
nonpartisan, nonprofit think tank and advocacy organization 

dedicated to empowering leaders from across Tennessee on 
both sides of the aisle to take action on pragmatic ideas that 
create civic and economic opportunity and move Tennessee 
forward. Previously, Hughey was a senior advisor to former 
Nashville Mayor Karl Dean and the director of the Mayor’s 
Office of New Americans.

In April 2018, ThinkTennessee issued a report entitled The 
Convenience Index - Let’s Move Nashville’s Impact on 
Commuting Options, Neighborhood Access and Travel 
Times. The report, which considered the merits of Let’s Move 
Nashville, concluded that the plan would have offered riders 
more convenient commuting options and increased access 
to jobs and services. The report found:

• More Nashvillians will be able to get to work via a transit 
ride lasting 20 minutes or less.

• Neighborhood access to transit centers, where riders 
can change lines and access parking, will increase 
significantly.

Transit options will become increasingly competitive with car 
travel for many common routes.

Jennifer Carlat, Chief Policy Officer at the Nashville Area 
Chamber of Commerce, joined the chamber in January 2016, 
having spent the prior eleven and a half years working on 
land use and transportation planning at the Metropolitan 
Government of Nashville and Davidson County Planning 
Department. To Carlat, Mayor Barry was incredibly popular 
and committed to this issue; however, she felt they put too 
much emphasis on their efforts to get the City Council and 
state legislators on board.

“We should have been getting the Council so 
enthusiastic about the plan that they were out 
there talking about it with their constituents. 
We’ve also heard from other cities that groups 
have to come together, but here in Nashville we 
have a strong mayor system and the IMPROVE 
Act put this on the Mayor… We have a 40 
member Council, 35 members from the districts 
and five of the 40 are at large. As a former 
colleague said, ‘You are lucky to get 21 of them to 
agree that the sun rises in the east.’”

Jennifer Carlat, Nashville Area Chamber of 
Commerce

As in many cities across the country, there has been a 
long-standing battle in Nashville between its civic-minded 
residents and officials and entrenched, well-funded, anti-
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transit forces. And, like in Phoenix and Tampa, the Kochs 
are major players. The Koch brothers-funded free enterprise 
group, Americans for Prosperity has been an important anti-
transit player in Nashville and Tennessee.

For example, in January 2015, Metro Transit Authority (MTA) 
CEO Steve Bland recommended ending planning for the 
Amp BRT project to his board. 

When first proposed, Amp had been then-Mayor Karl 
Dean’s signature transportation program. The Amp name 
was chosen in honor of the city’s musical heritage and was 
envisioned as the centerpiece of a more transit-oriented and 
less car-dependent Nashville. A planned seven-mile rapid 
busway would have linked fast-growing East Nashville with 
downtown and parts of the Music City’s West End. Mayor 
Dean had been the line’s primary advocate since 2008. 

The Stop Amp campaign was led by a local car dealer named 
Lee Beaman and a limousine company owner named Rick 
Williams. They received significant support from the local 
chapter of Americans for Prosperity which introduced a bill in 
the State Senate that would have outlawed dedicated transit 
lanes throughout Tennessee. While the legislative efforts 
were unsuccessful, the battle was indicative of what was to 
come for Mayor Megan Barry.

The failure of the Nashville initiative has received considerable 
attention, not only because of the involvement of the Koch 
brothers, but also because of an ethical lapse by Mayor Barry 
which led to her resignation just two months before the vote.

Up to January of 2018, polling for Let’s Move Nashville was 
quite favorable. However, that month Mayor Barry was forced 
to disclose a two-year-long extramarital affair with the head 
of her security detail. By March, Barry had entered a plea 
agreement that required she plead guilty to felony theft and 
forced her to resign as mayor. 

Before the damaging news about Barry broke in early 2018, 
the mayor argued that the project would generate billions of 
dollars in economic activity for Nashville. Still, anticipating a 
fight over the transportation initiative, around that same time 
the mayor backed off two controversial b attles that were 
dividing Nashville. 

The first involved Nashville General Hospital, which primarily 
served the African American community. The 
second concerned Cloud Hill, a contested 
redevelopment project planned for the former Greer 
Stadium site that would have disturbed the graves of 
slaves who built the adjacent Civil War-era Fort Negley. 
Both projects raised issues involving 

race and were distractions that could have hurt Barry’s 
chances of winning on transit at the polls.

In the end, backing off these projects wasn’t enough, and 
a once-popular initiative that might have won thanks to the 
coattails of a popular mayor instead went down in flames.

Nora Kern, Executive Director of Walk Bike Nashville, explains 
that for the majority of people in Nashville, one has to go 
out of their way to ride transit, largely because of the way 
Nashville is built. The reality in Nashville is that lots of people 
don’t, and won’t, ride transit and a lot of people don’t even 
know people who ride transit. Adds Kern, “We need to invest 
in transit, but it’s not like once we have it, 25 percent will 
immediately ride it. The next plan will have to think about how 
the plan speaks to most Nashvillians.”

Nashville is growing by roughly 100 people a day. Many 
of these arrivals are from New York or Los Angeles or 
Washington, D.C. and are accustomed to transit being a 
commuting option. However, Nashville’s current hub-and-
spoke bus system means that to go anywhere, many riders 
have to ride one bus from their location to the city center and 
then out again on another line to their destination. 

Recognizing that Nashville could get a lot more bang for its 
buck with a BRT option than with a more costly rail system, 
former-Mayor Dean looked at systems in Portland and 
Cleveland and hired consultants to look at other models. At 
the time, The Rockefeller Foundation was also supporting 
research, design and convening efforts around BRT, as well 
as local BRT explorations in Boston, Nashville, Pittsburgh and 
Montgomery County, MD. Based on these developments, 
Nashville matched a $75 million federal grant and decided 
to build Amp.

Like many other U.S. cities, Nashville has had a hard time 
attracting discretionary riders to its bus system. Instead, the 
buses disproportionately serve the city’s transit-dependent―
largely Black and Brown residents who for historic and 
economic reasons are politically less engaged.

As Dave Cooley of Let’s Move Nashville recalls, there was 
also some “old city, new city” conflict. When former Mayor 
Dean proposed transit with the Amp BRT, it was, in his view, “A 
flawed program. It was definitely the wrong corridor and was 
shot down pretty easily. The push for transit came limping 
into the next administration.”

“Quite frankly it gave me some heartburn, it was 
a flawed plan on many counts. It didn’t reach 
out far enough into the County. The people who 
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had no choice but to drive were not motivated 
to support it. It also had no connection to multi-
county interests. Part of that was due to the 
way the state is controlled by Republicans who 
basically give a thumb in the eye to counties that 
voted Democratic.

It was also flawed in that it had way too much 
rail and way too much tunneling for a first plan. 
Mayor Barry’s theory was, go there and go bold. I 
don’t think it was bold when it didn’t reach out far 
enough into the County.”

Dave Cooley, Let’s Move Nashville

Campaign

The vote on the Nashville transit referendum was scheduled 
for May 2018. On March 6, 2018, Mayor Megan Barry resigned 
her post after pleading guilty to felony theft, and Vice Mayor 
David Briley was sworn in as mayor. On April 2, 2018, Mayor 
Briley signed a Declaration of Transportation Independence, 
signaling his continued support for the Let’s Move Nashville 
transit referendum; however, with the wind gone from the 
referendum’s sails, the plan was defeated by over a three-
to-two majority on May 1, 2018. The ThinkTennessee’s report 
doesn’t seem to have helped the referendum. The report on 
travel times, which had been supported by Accelerator for 
America, came out in April, but by that time support for the 
May referendum was already faltering. 

Nora Kern of Walk Bike Nashville and a native Nashvillian 
explains that a fatal flaw of the campaign was that it was 
“grasstops” and mayor- and council-centric.

“I think the coalition was reflective of a lot 
of strange bedfellows. I am not sure that the 
decision makers were as reflective of the 
diversity of the city as the coalition needed to 
be.”

Nora Kern, Walk Bike Nashville

But other factors contributed to the loss of the referendum 
as well. The way the coalition was rolled out and the focus 
on bringing development to certain transit corridors isolated 
potential allies and alienated potential partners. Coalition 
meetings were held at the National Realtors Association 
and were led by the Chamber of Commerce. “The secretive 
nature of the plan, the rush to get this on the May ballot 
due to Mayor Barry’s desire to do it in her first term and the 
lack of focus on transit access,” all give Kern pause about 
whether the initiative would have passed even if Mayor Barry 

had stayed in office. Kern believes the mayor had already 
eroded a lot of trust that she had when she was first elected. 
Even before the ethics scandal, Mayor Barry had lost support 
in the African American community, the bus drivers’ union, 
Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU) and the Peoples Alliance 
for Transit, Housing and Employment. “I think there was 
already a sense of distrust, groups forming in opposition. If 
[bus drivers and] transit riders themselves didn’t support the 
plan ... [it wasn’t likely to succeed].”

Meanwhile, No Tax 4 Tracks, the campaign against the 
referendum, appears to have effectively targeted Nashville 
residents with messaging that said they were being taken 
advantage of. The narrative was that transit was for the 
newcomers to Nashville downtown. Jennifer Carlat of the 
Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce feels that while Mayor 
Barry was committed to transit, the mayor took her eyes 
off the ball with regard to community concerns about Fort 
Negley, where the graves of African American slaves who 
had built the fort remain, Nashville General Hospital and the 
closure of the Bordeaux YMCA. “Knowing as we did that 
we needed the African American community’s support, we 
should have acted differently,” explains Carlat.

Prior to Mayor Barry’s ethics violations, the issue with 
the historically African American hospital had hurt Mayor 
Barry, as did her handling of the closing down of the only 
YMCA in the city. There was also Mayor Barry’s handling in 
February 2017 of the racially-charged shooting of a 31-year-
old man named Jocques Clemmons, and suddenly several 
issues were swirling around a once popular mayor and chief 
spokesperson for the Let’s Move Nashville campaign.

When the mayor was popular, Let’s Move Nashville was 
winning by about four percentage points. When Barry fell 
from grace, the initiative dropped to below 38%. “We never 
recovered,” remembers Cooley. “We would have been wise 
to pack our tent and save a million dollars at that point and a 
lot of heartache and years off our lives.”

As for the Kochs’ presence in Tennessee, Jeff Eller, who ran 
the opposition’s NoTax4Tracks campaign, acknowledges, 
“The Koch network in Tennessee is pretty vibrant. We knew 
them, we talked with them. Yes, in theory, you could say that 
they were our base voter, but if you know anything about 
Davidson County, you know that it’s well over 50 percent 
Democratic voting.”

What Jennifer Carlat has heard, distilled and come to believe 
is that the Koch brothers made their database available to 
their opponents, making them very efficient in the field. 
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However, according to Carlat, no one in Nashville believes 
the Koch brothers were the bulk of the money spent to 
oppose the plan. Instead, the understanding is that the bulk 
of the opposition money was raised locally.

Once Nashville’s plan was written and unveiled, additional 
missteps followed. Echoing Norn Kern of Walk Bike Nashville, 
a report by TransitCenter entitled, Derailed: How Nashville’s 
Ambitious Transit Plan Crashed at the Polls—And What 
Other Cities Can Learn From It, argues that the Chamber 
of Commerce played too dominant a role at Let’s Move 
Nashville, which struggled for months to get buy-in from 
grassroots groups that might have supported more public 
transportation.

Communications

Crafting a message that appeals to voters requires finding 
the issues they are concerned about. According to the 
New York Times, “Supporters of transit investments point to 
research that shows that they reduce traffic, spur economic 
development and fight global warming by reducing 
emissions; Americans for Prosperity counters that public 
transit plans waste taxpayer money on unpopular, outdated 
technology like trains and buses just as the world is moving 
toward cleaner, driverless vehicles.”

In the postmortem analysis of the Let’s Move Nashville 
campaign, special attention has been given to Jeff Obafemi 
Carr, a paid campaign strategist for NoTax4Tracks. Carr 
“outmaneuvered Transit for Nashville spokespeople with his 
ability to recite in-the-weeds financial and operating statistics, 
while others read from prepared notes.”

“Over 70 percent of this money will go towards 
light rail that focuses on density downtown. The 
rest of us, in the most congested areas, well, we 

get the bus and the bill.”

Jeff Obafemi Carr, NoTax4Tracks

Nora Kern of Walk Bike Nashville also thinks Carr’s work as 
the opposition’s chief spokesperson was a major part of why 
the initiative didn’t pass. The city employed a public debate 
forum system to roll out the Let’s Move Nashville plan. A 
trained actor, Carr is a skilled, professional presenter and a 
well-known and respected member of the African American 
community. Up against often ill-prepared Let’s Move Nashville 
volunteers, these forums were an ideal format for Carr and 
NoTax4Tracks to make their case. 

The successful Measure M campaign in Los Angeles teaches 
that transit agencies too often try to adapt their messages at 
campaign time to win votes, and that doesn’t work. Winning 
votes is different from building transit ridership and system 
engineering considerations. An entity that is operating transit 
has to be messaging to non-riders as well.

Political pollster Fred Yang of Hart Research conducted 
polling for Nashville Mayor David Briley, who took over 
when Megan Barry resigned. Fred Yang’s mid-April 2018 poll 
showed that transit had fallen to 34% for versus 58% against. 
In other words, the transit initiative was already dead by the 
time Yang conducted that first poll for Mayor Briley.

“Once Barry resigned it was like the emperor 
had no clothes, and then the voters looked more 
closely at the initiative and this was also when 
the Koch brothers and others started running 
ads. It took a perfect storm, Barry resigning and 
others coming in but like the Titanic, there was 
a structural flaw. As for Transit Center which had 
to write their 70-page report, it could have been 
a four-page report. Transit lost because Megan 
Barry resigned.”

Fred Yang, Political Pollster

Fred Yang’s Los Angeles polling for what became Measure 
M informs his opinion of the Nashville loss as well. In 2016, 
while Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti was important to the 
campaign, Yang believes Measure M was nowhere near as 
identified with Garcetti as Nashville was with Mayor Barry. 
“We didn’t want to politicize Measure M,” explains Yang. “In 
Nashville, it was, if you like Mayor Barry, you should vote for 
transit. People were not really focused on the details and it 
was her credibility that had carried it along.”

Jeff Eller, who ran the opposition NoTax4Tracks campaign, 
thinks Let’s Move Nashville made some strategic assumptions 
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that didn’t play to their favor. Echoing Eller, Nora Kern notes 
how the argument that the transit system will serve everyone 
rings hollow for those who live in the Nashville suburbs. “We 
want the system to be for a wide variety of people, but it is 
harder for people to see themselves riding transit in this city 
which was built for cars. ‘How will this system work for me? 
Show me on a map,’ they ask.” 

The Transit Center report notes that NoTax4Tracks was up on 
TV first and was getting positive TV numbers. A lot of Let’s 
Move Nashville’s paid advertising was built around Mayor 
Barry and when she stepped down, a lot of their ads — which 
were pre-shot—needed to be reshot. In Eller’s view, Let’s 
Move Nashville was just not as nimble as NoTax4Tracks.

Fundraising

Let’s Move Nashville was an expensive campaign, costing 
the group’s supporters $2.25 million. NoTax4Tracks was 
also incredibly expensive, becoming the most well-funded 
opposition campaign in Nashville history at $1.5 million. 

The opposition was an odd collection of adversaries made 
up of conservative Republicans, some of the lower Broadway 
merchants, coupled with left-leaning, pro-union activists who 
opposed it because it would be taking support and revenue 
away from other priorities. Also, the opposition was good at 
framing Let’s Move Nashville as bad for African Americans. 

Dave Cooley of Let’s Move Nashville admits, “[T]he single 
biggest pock we took was the African American community. 
We felt that they would follow along because no single group 
would benefit more from transit, but we got slapped deep 
because of some already bad blood flowing toward the 
Barry administration. ... Everyone else was getting rail but the 
African American community was getting rubber tires,” recalls 
Cooley. The opposition vilified Let’s Move Nashville’s plans, 
and when you pair that with this being the most well-funded 
opposition campaign Nashville had seen at $1.5 million, the 
writing was on the wall.

According to Dave Cooley, the Koch brothers spent money 
to stop transit coming to Nashville. Their money came in as 
an Independent Expenditure, often referred to as an IE. On 
the pro-transit side, the Let’s Move Nashville campaign put 
a ton of money into voter outreach and a field program, a 
lot of which was directed toward younger voters. “We were 
marginally, that’s charitable to call it ‘marginally,’ successful 
at reaching them and by the time we did it was too late, too 
close to the election,” concedes Cooley.

“The opposition was pushing some massive inaccuracies 

out there,” recalls Cooley. According to him, the Chamber 
of Commerce raised over $2 million for the campaign. 
Additionally, he believes all of their money was dark money. 
“It really remains one of my overwhelming frustrations; 
they collected all of the money into a blind nonprofit. It 
was collected into a bucket of money that required no 
transparency. They took one check for $900,000 and one 
check for half a million, and it was a dark moment, quite 
frankly.”

Recap

For supporters of transit, Nashville’s 2019 defeat was a 
blow against progress in a transit-starved city that has 
grown considerably in recent years. In the view of some 
transit ballot measure watchers, the Let’s Move Nashville 
campaign’s shortcomings extended well beyond Mayor 
Barry’s ethical lapses.  Derailed— How Nashville’s Ambitious 
Transit Plan Crashed at the Polls— And What Other Cities Can 
Learn From It, the 2020 report by Transit Center, reconstructs 
the loss of Nashville’s 2018 effort to address its transportation 
needs. In the report’s words:

“In May 2018, “Let’s Move Nashville,” a referendum 
to direct billions toward rail and bus expansion 
throughout the city, was defeated by a 64-36 margin. 
Pundits pointed to the political scandals of Mayor 
Megan Barry, the referendum’s primary champion, 
as the primary reason for the loss at the polls. But 
the full story is not so simple.

Transit Center’s report argues that the Nashville 
referendum was weakened by rushed, insular 
planning that produced a transportation package 
out of touch with the needs and desires of Nashville 
residents. The report, which was based on 40 
interviews with people involved in all aspects of 
the referendum, identifies key lessons for elected 
officials, agency leaders, and transit advocates 
seeking to bolster transit at the ballot box…”

The Derailed case study calls Nashville’s plan too ambitious 
and too expensive. It also faults the Chamber of Commerce 
as too secretive about its support for the measure to pursue 
meaningful community outreach on behalf of the project. The 
authors found that the Koch brothers’ database played a role 
in the vote’s defeat but so did the two-billion-dollar project’s 
growth thanks to “a feedback loop of escalating ambition.” 
The case study details how transit opponents used false, but 
effective, information to defeat the initiative. It also concludes 
that “… leaders moved too quickly to try to pass a transit plan 
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that was too big and too expensive, that key officials failed to 
stress-test their ideas and that the campaign for transit wasn’t 
ready to handle pushback when it arose.”

While acknowledging Mayor Barry’s popularity and the 
ultimate damage done to the campaign by her resignation, 
much of the Transit Center case study’s focus instead is on 
the campaign’s failure to build a big, inclusive tent of support 
for transit in Nashville. Transit Center also concludes that a 
transit plan built around lower cost rapid buses might have 
been more popular while still being capable of handling the 
city’s projected ridership.

Jennifer Carlat and Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce 
CEO Ralph Schulz were interviewed for the Derailed report. 
For Carlat, while the equity angle is central to the report, “… 
that is not what everyone wakes up to. [The report’s authors] 
could have been more fair in acknowledging the fact that 
people make decisions with the information they have at 
the time, not later.” While there is a lot in the Derailed report 
that Carlat agrees with, regarding the transit for Nashville 
coalition, she notes how in a short amount of time “… we 
got 136 civic groups, faith communities, business groups 
and others on board.” A lot of those groups were hopping 
on because they trusted Carlat and others with the transit 
campaign. Acknowledges Carlat, “We didn’t have that 
coalition go deeper and we underutilized that coalition. It 
could head toward tokenism. That was partly because of the 
overall time-crunch, but the campaign also had too much of 
a top-down model and didn’t do as good a job as it might 
putting the coalition’s members to use getting the word out 
about the plan. I was proud of what we pulled together, but 
we underutilized it.” 

Other lessons shared by Carlat are that fundraising was very 
successful, but they “… never got around to a crowdsourcing 
program which would have helped build friends as well as 
raise money.”

Regarding the paid campaign phase, Carlat notes that, “We 
didn’t give enough thought to African American, Latinx and 
young professional outreach. The campaign hired competent 
subcontractors in these areas of outreach but did not heed 
what the subs were saying.”

David Briley won reelection on the same day transit lost on 
May 1, 2018. Briley was seen as the stable candidate in the 
special election, but then in September 2019, he lost to anti-
growth mayoral candidate John Cooper by a margin of 69% 
to 30%.

When interviewed for this report, Fred Yang cited a Spring 

2018 Vanderbilt University poll that found that “improving 
public transit” was a concern to 56% of those surveyed. 
“More sidewalks and bike lanes” was at 24% and “reducing 
crime” was at 80%. Yang reasons, “You could argue that the 
problem wasn’t transportation, it was housing, education and 
crime.”

Despite the outcome of the election, the need for transit in 
Nashville is more urgent than ever and the conversation is 
starting to come back around. “John Cooper [one of the key 
opponents of transit] is now mayor. He not only opposed it 
but he probably wrote one of those dark money checks,” 
believes Dave Cooley. Cooley thinks Mayor Cooper will come 
back with a plan that will be much more incremental. That 
appears to be the case. According to an August 16, 2020, 
article in The Tennessean, “Mayor John Cooper is vetting a 
new countywide transit plan valued at more than $1.5 billion 
to upgrade bus routes and stations, bikeways, and traffic 
infrastructure through 2030.”

Adds Cooley, “He [Mayor Cooper] knows we’ve got to do 
something. Also, I think that there is a general interest in 
Governor Bill Lee’s office.” Governor Lee is from Williamson 
County in the Nashville area and he understands the 
importance of the city to the Tennessee economy. Before the 
COVID-19 pandemic arrived, the governor was showing signs 
of a willingness to create some dedicated bus routes from 
nearby towns, which would take a few hundred cars off the 
roads.

Reflecting one perspective on the transit fight, Shanna 
Hughey of ThinkTennessee recalls, “We were going to do it, 
but then the Koch brothers got involved. The city also could 
have done a lot around local community engagement and 
outreach to the Chamber of Commerce and to neighborhood 
groups, to the banks, Vanderbilt University and to the large 
employers along the main business corridor.”

Hughey believes that the loss was mostly related to locals’ 
flight from anything associated with the once popular former 
mayor. Hughey is also skeptical of many Nashville residents’ 
support for transit generally. She notes that while the former 
“mayor was extremely popular, we know the public hates 
transit. We literally called it the Mayor’s transit plan.”

Jennifer Carlat concedes that they should probably have 
gone with a campaign team that wasn’t as close with Mayor 
Barry. “In retrospect, we didn’t have enough of an intentional 
campaign base with outreach to more of the different 
communities and to get to the equity goals. It’s not enough 
to hire that subcontractor. Hiring the sub is not inclusion in 
decision making and actual strategy,” acknowledges Carlat. 
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The Nashville loss also gives observers a bird’s eye view of 
how the southern city has changed in terms of who is taking 
the lead on civic ventures.

”The Chamber, Labor, the Mayor - we all walked 
in thinking, the Mayor proposes something and 
this is how it gets done. But in fact there are a lot 
of groups on the ground that have been thinking 
about this differently. The all-fall-in-line groups; 
that’s not how it’s done anymore, I think we had 
an old playbook. That’s me thinking, not the 
Chamber.”

Jennifer Carlat, Nashville Area Chamber of 
Commerce

Like other backers of the transit plan, Carlat was heartbroken 
by the loss as she sees “… all the people who would have 
benefited from this, but on the other hand, we know our 
community better now and we will do it better next time.”

CINCINNATI, OH

A Narrow Victory in Hamilton County, Ohio
The vote in Hamilton County (Cincinnati) was delayed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. When the votes were finally counted, 
the yeas won narrowly.

Problem

On April 28, 2020, Hamilton County, Ohio (Cincinnati), 
voters narrowly approved a ballot measure (pre-COVID-19 
scheduled for March) to increase the sales tax to pay for 
transit. They won in June with a margin of victory of only 625 
votes.

Hamilton County’s Reinventing Metro Plan outlines transit 
improvements that are possible with new sales tax funding at 
the 0.8% level. Before the plan was created, the Southwest 
Ohio Regional Transit Authority (SORTA) and Hamilton County 
conducted years of community outreach and planning. The 
Reinventing Metro Plan details how funding from a county-
wide sales tax would provide sustainable, long-term funding 
for transit service improvements.

The objectives of the plan were financial sustainability 
for SORTA, improved service frequency, longer service 
hours and shorter trip times for bus riders. Other service 
improvements include the implementation of Bus Rapid 
Transit (BRT) corridors to speed travel times.

“When Metro was formed in 1973, Hamilton 
County was a different place. Most people 
worked downtown and lived in nearby suburbs, 
so Metro’s hub-and-spoke transit system met 
their needs. Today, our region has changed, 
but Metro has not because of an unsustainable 
funding model. Reliant on a city-based earnings 
tax, Metro does not connect enough people to 
available jobs and much-needed service in our 
region.” 

Reinventing Metro

The Hamilton County April 2020 ballot contained two 
transportation-related initiatives: (1) Issue 7: a countywide 
0.8% sales tax increase measure and (2) Issue 22: an Issue 
7-linked city earning tax repeal. About 25% of the projected 
$130 million in annual revenue raised from the Issue 7 tax 
increase will go toward infrastructure projects, such as repairs 
to sidewalks, roads and bridges. Issue 7 will also provide 
funding for the bus system’s Reinventing Metro Plan, which 
promises new routes, longer service hours and increased 
frequency.

Issue 22 was a tax repeal asking voters to do away with 
the 0.3% city earnings tax that has supported the local bus 
system since 1972. But the tax only goes away with voter 
approval of Issue 7. When interviewed before the vote, Pete 
Metz, Manager of Transportation Initiatives at the Cincinnati 
USA Regional Chamber, and his colleagues on the campaign 
were busy explaining to voters that if they agree to a sales 
tax increase in 2020, they wouldn’t have to pay the earnings 
tax anymore.
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Before passage of the new sales tax measure, Metro’s main 
source of funding was a 0.3% City of Cincinnati earnings 
tax that cannot support the current level of service nor fund 
transit expansion.

Bobbi Dillon is the former Chief of Staff to Cincinnati Mayor 
John Cranley, now serving as Senior Manager of State 
Government Relations at Procter and Gamble. As Dillon 
recalls, in recent years polling by the local transit authority 
showed that a transit levy would fail; the proposals didn’t 
poll above 50%. Mayor Cranley is involved with the United 
States Conference of Mayors and the National Conference of 
Democratic Mayors and is a colleague of Los Angeles Mayor 
Eric Garcetti.

Before the recent vote, Cincinnati was one of only a handful 
of cities in the country that paid for a regional bus system 
with a city tax. An earlier attempt to pass a comprehensive 
transportation tax in 2002 that included rail and other 
transportation improvements had gone down in flames. 
While most people don’t make comparisons between Los 
Angeles and Cincinnati, each city makes up about one third 
of its respective county. According to Bobbi Dillon, “We are 
pretty diverse. Also, until Barack Obama, we were never blue, 
and since [his presidency] we have continued to get bluer. 
This is helpful but the city is still pretty purple, and Cincinnati 
has a long-term anti-transit culture. In the mid-2000s and 
early 2010s, we had a fight over whether to build a streetcar. 
Our mayor was against it. We now have it. It’s for tourists 
and is pretty unpopular. So we are dealing with this anti-rail 
sentiment regardless of where area residents live.”

At the same time, many Hamilton County residents feel there 
is a huge problem with their road and bridge infrastructure. 

“We are woefully underfunded both at the federal 
and state level, so Mayor Cranley leaned on 
the lesson of LA. In considering a transportation 
tax proposal, Mayor Cranley thought to add 
road work and jobs into the mix. We don’t have 
the same traffic problems [as an LA], but the 
idea of getting home to your family faster is still 
important. That was the game changer in terms 
of the polling.”

Bobbi Dillon, Former Chief of Staff to 
Cincinnati Mayor John Cranley

Based on polling, Cincinnati sought out new ideas for 
getting SORTA properly funded. Under state law, a transit 
authority can put a transit sales tax levy on the ballot. The 
challenge remained figuring out a way to get SORTA open to 

infrastructure (roads and bridges) and to provide the agency 
a legal avenue to spend tax revenue on infrastructure. As 
part of its due diligence, SORTA and city transportation 
officials toured several peer cities, including Indianapolis and 
Cleveland (the HealthLine) which have bus rapid transit. 

Encouraged by what was taking place in other cities in the 
region and excited about the broader approach taken by 
L.A. and other communities nationally, Mayor Cranley kept 
at it. However, polling suggested that the popularity of a new 
transit levy was still just underwater. With The Accelerator’s 
help, Cincinnati polled again, including language on road 
infrastructure, and the levy’s popularity increased to 57%―a 
significant jump. 

“At that point we knew we had something. The 
blind vote was 65-25 at the initial poll. When 
asked about priorities, 85 percent of those 
polled said deteriorating roads was the absolute 
number one issue, higher than crime which 
polled at 84. So we started using that polling 
to get the Chamber of Commerce and SORTA 
reengaged.”

Bobbi Dillon, Former Chief of Staff to 
Cincinnati Mayor John Cranley

As with Washington’s MetroNow push, Amazon’s HQ2 plans 
figured into Cincinnati’s campaign for better transportation. 
Ultimately, Cincinnati didn’t survive Amazon’s January 2018 
cut from 238 HQ2 candidate cities to 20, citing the lack of 
enough tech talent locally and transportation infrastructure 
needs.

The loss of HQ2 coupled with the increase in polling support 
emboldened the business community to re-engage the idea 
of a tax levy. Now, the Reinventing Metro Plan has the full 
support of the Chamber, even offering staffing support during 
the campaign.

With a conservative Republican state legislature, Ohio hasn’t 
been particularly friendly to transit. Still, Cincinnati found a 
wedge in the Republicans’ distaste for the city’s earnings tax. 
Over time, the proposal that emerged was to increase the 
county sales tax by 0.8% and eliminate the 0.3% city earnings 
tax. Given the public’s preference for cars, roads and 
bridges, Cincinnati also sought a way to make its proposal 
more palatable to county voters with the promise of better 
roads and lower taxes. Mayor Cranley envisioned the plan 
as a three-legged stool of buses, roads and bridges, and 
lower taxes. However, the Ohio Legislature was receptive 
to pushback from the transit agencies, which saw this as a 
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play to eat away at funding for buses and focus the effort on 
infrastructure.

In the end, a compromise was reached that made things 
attractive to SORTA and other local transit agencies: any 
road that a bus travels on is eligible to receive infrastructure 
funding. One further compromise that was included in 
the state bill’s language to appease Republicans was a 
county Integrating Committee which scores and prioritizes 
infrastructure spending. 

Once the state law passed, at L.A.’s recommendation, 
Cincinnati hired Stantec, a transportation consulting firm, 
to assess what the infrastructure needs were throughout 
Hamilton County. Stantec came up with a ledger totaling two 
billion dollars in needed road improvements.

Working with that project list, the campaign aimed to 
show what could be done with the money that the tax levy 
would raise, pitching the unions and building trades on the 
infrastructure aspects of the levy and determining a 75% 

bus/25% infrastructure funding outline for the 0.8% sales tax 
increase.

Still, Pete Metz mostly credits Mayor Cranley and The 
Accelerator for America, which exposed Cincinnati to the Los 
Angeles Measure M model, and for helping the city arrive at 
a shared focus on transit and transportation infrastructure. 
Metz believes that the package would not have worked had 
it just been transit.

“At some point it became clear to us that our 
transit authority was on shaky legal ground to 
support roads and bridges, so we went to the 
Ohio Legislature to get a state law passed that 
said transit agencies could oversee roads and 
bridges. With the help of a state delegation with 
both Republicans and Democrats, we were in a 
place to think about how to do this. If you live or 
work in the city, if you make more than $16,000 
a year, you may pay less in taxes once the votes 
have been cast.” 

Pete Metz, Senior Advisor for Transportation 
Initiatives, Cincinnati USA Regional Chamber

Metro hadn’t received an increase in funding from local 
taxpayers since 2002 and was facing a projected deficit if it 
didn’t receive additional revenue. Recalling opposition to the 
plan, Pete Metz said a single pesky opponent to the plan was 
“… about as organized as his Twitter feed.” That said, Metz 
acknowledges that “… we have failed two or three times over 
the past 50 years, so we are running a full-fledged campaign 
as if we had organized opposition and we needed to be 
prepared.”

Campaign

Pete Metz of the Chamber explains that Cincinnati largely 
modeled its work on the Indianapolis campaign. “Chambers 
across the country get the importance of these initiatives or 
are beginning to get it. Businesses want to have transportation 
in their community. Still, we are trying to convey that this is 
not the Chamber’s plan, there is a broad-based coalition.” 

Other support for the Hamilton County ballot measures came 
from the local realtors, the National Association of Realtors 
(NAR), the local Sierra Club chapter and the Human Services 
Chamber. Even the nonpartisan League of Women Voters 
was supportive on Issue 7.

To further illustrate the way in which the transportation 
campaign is building new alliances and creating new ways 
of advancing an important civic venture, Metz points to the 
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Better Bus Coalition/Chamber relationship. The two groups 
co-hosted a town hall on transportation at a local craft 
brewery to kick-start the campaign. According to Metz, “Cam 
Hardie, head of the Better Bus Coalition, he and I were not 
always on the same side [but the credit goes to him]. When 
he saw that we were serious he dropped everything else and 
has been all in on the campaign.”

Even the Chamber’s decision to hire for Metz’s position, its 
willingness to invest in this initiative and to bring this idea into 
the C-suites of area businesses, have all been critical. And 
when a PAC was necessary, the Chamber took action and 
helped create one.

Pete Metz has nothing but praise for the former head of the 
Republican party, attorney and Managing Partner George 
Vincent at Dinsmore. “At any point when we needed help 
from a more conservative voice, he was all in.” Lastly, as 
noted elsewhere and worth repeating, “Mayor Cranley has 
been critical, making the Accelerator connection and shaping 
policy. His political instincts are second to none,” explains 
Metz.

Conducted with The Accelerator‘s support, polling in 
Cincinnati and Hamilton County helped the transit campaign 
better understand the language it needed to use in order to 
win at the ballot box. Political pollster Fred Yang has polled 
for a number of transportation initiatives across the country. 
His surveys for Cincinnati found that Hamilton County voters 
rank transportation infrastructure at the top of the ballot. 
Based on Yang’s surveys, Cincinnati knew that transportation 
improvements are a salient issue for voters.

In Hamilton County, Issue 22 in Yang’s polling initially 
garnered 32% of the vote. Explains Yang, “I think what was 
good about the Issue 22 team is we got as high as 42%. A lot 
of the problem was language. I said most 32% polling means 
the initiative is dead, but unlike Los Angeles where they 
needed to get two thirds of the vote, in Cincinnati [Hamilton 
County] they just need 51%.”

Still of concern was the fact that the initiative was a poor 
performer among African Americans who tend to be more 
sensitive to tax increases. Support was very low in the African 
American community but improved when the focus shifted to 
better roads and bridges.

The sales tax increase, Issue 7 on the March ballot, had 
received support from conservative Hamilton County Auditor 
Dusty Rhodes and Republican State Representative Bill 
Seitz. Both politicians have opposed previous bus taxes but 
supported Issue 7 because it eliminates the 0.3% of Cincinnati 

earnings tax currently used to fund the Metro bus system 
while spreading the cost across the county.

The coalition had the support of all three Hamilton County 
Commissioners, six or seven City Councilmembers, many in 
the faith community and the Greater Cincinnati Foundation.

According to Pete Metz, there is a common community feeling 
that this is a consensus plan and that people see value in it. 
They may be more supportive of one or another part of the 
plan, but they support it.

Before the plan was hatched, the local Better Bus Coalition, 
which always said they wanted to work this out regionally, 
was beginning to advance an earning tax increase proposal. 
According to Metz, “We were not supportive of this and when 
they saw that the Chamber was getting involved in the transit 
issue, the Better Bus Coalition took a look at what we were 
doing. Eventually they came around and decided to work 
with us. They saw the commitment.”

The Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC) has been 
another important partner for the campaign. In 2018, 
Bloomberg Philanthropies selected Cincinnati as an American 
Cities Climate Challenge winner because of its innovative 
and ambitious climate action plans to reduce air pollution and 
citywide emissions. Cincinnati’s approach included specific 
projects aimed at reforming the city’s transit and buildings 
sectors. NRDC has invested significant resources in the 
campaign and helped with its outreach to communities of 
color and environmental voters.

Communications

In thinking about the ballot language for Cincinnati’s plan, 
based on the campaign’s polling, Mayor John Cranley and 
others focused on adding in road work and jobs. As Pete 
Metz explains, “That was the game changer in our polling. So 
we sought ways to broaden the campaign messaging to get 
SORTA the funding it needs. Transit agencies, by state law, 
can put a transit sales tax levy on the ballot. The challenge 
was to figure out a way to:

• Get SORTA open to pairing itself with those seeking 
better road infrastructure spending

• Legally have SORTA able to spend money it takes in 
through a sales tax on infrastructure.”

“Many of us across the county feel that there is a huge 
infrastructure problem,” explains Pete Metz. “We are woefully 
underfunded both at the federal and state level, so Cincinnati 
Mayor Cranley leaned on the lesson of Los Angeles.”
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Cincinnati’s campaign made messaging about bridge and 
road repair a central theme of its voter outreach. Informed by 
the polling, the campaign’s messaging focuses on concern 
about infrastructure.

“In Hamilton County, at most 10 percent of the 
voters are using public transit so you are asking 
many people who have never used this thing, 
never paid for this thing, even if the buses come 
to their area, to support public transit. It is hard 
to tell them how transportation improves their 
lives, but if you can show them, then it’s a more 
persuasive argument, the roads and bridges they 
use every day.”

Fred Yang, Political Pollster

Since Yang’s polling found that the number one issue in 
Cincinnati and Hamilton County was roads, the campaign 
pivoted and made the campaign about 90% roads and 10% 
buses. And the messaging was tweaked to talk more about 
the lower tax burden that will result from the repeal of the 
earnings tax.

The language that stuck out from the polling included: 

• Help those with lower incomes and without cars

• Help ease traffic congestion and get around easier

Cincinnati never said this would reduce your commute time. 

As Yang explains, “The lessons of L.A. in 2016 are that people 
aren’t dumb. They know you won’t ever get rid of traffic, 
but if you can save me 10 or 15 minutes and give me some 
regularity with my commute … No one likes sitting in traffic or 
not knowing when the bus will come. Just tell us what we can 
expect. Regularity, predictability.”

That became the focus of the Cincinnati campaign. They 
were going to make these fixes to the roads.

Based on Yang’s polling, the campaign also stated very clearly 
that NO MONEY would go for the Cincinnati streetcar, which 
is widely unpopular. That helped the campaign improve its 
numbers.

Fundraising

Pete Metz estimates that the campaign spending for both 
ballot measures totaled about $2 million. The campaign 
opened one PAC, of which the business community including 
the Chamber has been the largest funder. Additionally, the 
Chamber donated in-kind support in the form of Campaign 

Manager Taylor Liggins. 

Big businesses across the region, including P&G, Kroger, GE, 
Western and Southern Financial Group, the Cincinnati Reds 
and Duke Energy, local labor, contractors, including road 
builders, transit vendors, as well as civic and philanthropic 
communities, all came in strongly for the effort. 

Recap

The lesson of Cincinnati is that a commitment to transit can 
be paired with road and bridge infrastructure improvements 
to win at the ballot box. Not all American cities are like New 
York or Chicago with their extensive transit systems. For the 
win, Cincinnati/Hamilton County made voter outreach and 
messaging about bridge and road repair a central theme of 
the campaign.
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Conclusion
The five communities that are the subjects of this report 
represent distinct types of cities and counties with unique 
histories. The different ways the jurisdictions have developed, 
their geography and economic concerns, cultural makeup 
and history have influenced their level of transit ridership 
or dependence on single-passenger cars for transportation. 
Each case study offers lessons about transportation funding 
that may inspire and instruct other jurisdictions contemplating 
their own campaign for better transportation. 

MetroNow, which secured $500 million in dedicated funding 
for Washington Metro from the District of Columbia, Maryland 
and Virginia, represents the triumph of regionalism. It presents 
a textbook case of how persuasively telling the story of how a 
transit system is critical to the region’s economy can motivate 
legislators and other electeds to do the right thing. Pledging 
hundreds of millions of dollars a year out of a combination 
of economic self-interest and a recognition that voters are 
relying on their commitment is not something that legislators 
do every day. The Amazon HQ2 search, a projected mega-
shot in the arm to the region’s economy, also helped the 
campaign sell the plan to wary state legislators. 

Phoenix shows how transit gains that have been achieved 
through a series of progressive tax measures and tireless 
coalition building can be preserved when they come under 
attack by anti-transit locals and outsiders. Patiently explaining 
the program’s benefit to voters and taking the time to expose 
the motivations of a Koch brothers-backed organization 
helped win the day. 

Tampa (Hillsborough County) underscores the importance of 
eternal vigilance and that even after the voters have spoken 
and an initiative has been won, the battle for transportation 
funding is not over. Unlike the other campaigns, Tampa’s All 
for Transportation was a stealth campaign that sought to 
keep opposition to a minimum by flying under the radar. Once 
the voters had spoken, a disgruntled commissioner sought 
recourse from democracy by challenging the outcome of the 
vote in court and, unfortunately, the Florida State Supreme 
Court ultimately sided 4-1 against All for Transportation in 
February of 2021. 

Nashville tells the challenging story of how an over-reliance 
on a flawed charismatic leader, excessive ambition and poor 
campaign work can imperil needed transportation funding 
that once looked like a sure thing. A top-down approach 
reliant on an old school alliance of a powerful mayor and 
the business community may no longer carry the day at 

the polls. Campaigns need to be inclusive, and the benefits 
offered by a transportation tax measure need to address the 
concerns of a clear majority of the voters, including those 
formerly disenfranchised. The agility and preparation of the 
opposition’s chief spokesperson speaks to the importance of 
training your canvassers and spokespeople and knowing the 
communities you are trying to reach.

Finally, Cincinnati (Hamilton County) presents an as-it-
happened look into a nail-biter campaign decided during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, an unprecedented time in our history. 
This campaign shows how important it is to be flexible 
enough to modify a campaign when the data and polling so 
demand. Cincinnati is also a case study in how to win funding 
for transit: it may be necessary to compromise and develop 
alliances with voters who are equally, if not more, concerned 
about roads and bridges than with what can be done to 
expedite the next bus arrival.

Critical to all campaigns is the importance of validating the 
need for the initiative with research on local community 
needs. Campaigns may find it constructive to lean toward 
more ambitious projects that demonstrate that the community 
is taking the need or problem seriously. Voters do not like to 
be asked to “fix” something more than once. It takes a village 
to pass a transportation sales tax measure. Prior work by 
transportation planners, smart growth and transit advocates, 
and labor and business leaders helped lay the groundwork 
for the campaign which often involves more work than 
anticipated.

The five case studies, as well as the experiences of Los 
Angeles, Seattle and other jurisdictions, demonstrate that 
tactics matter. Find ways to focus on what is important to the 
voter and community, including multimodal transportation, 
jobs and roads. Big tent and broad-based, inclusive coalition 
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building are critical, except when a quiet, under-the-radar 
campaign is the way to go. Maintaining those relationships 
throughout the campaign is also critical as litigation is an 
inevitable given, as Tampa demonstrates.

Finding the balance between transit versus roads and 
bridges that works for your campaign is essential. Likewise, 
finding a balance between new transportation improvements 
versus adequate funding to maintain a state of good repair 
for existing transportation infrastructure and equipment is 
also critical. Campaign leadership matters as does public 
confidence in able public servants like Washington Metro’s 
General Manager and CEO Paul Wiedefeld.

Being nimble enough to change directions when the 
circumstances or facts on the ground change, matters. A 
win isn’t always a sure thing even after the votes have been 
counted. Campaigns should be prepared for legal challenges 
to initiatives that pass. These lawsuits may center on 
election administration issues or challenges to the initiative’s 
authorizing language or authority to raise funds.

Continuous outreach and education are often more cost-
effective than launching a crunch-time campaign every time 

opponents rear their ugly heads. Being relentless means 
being prepared. And winning votes is different from building 
ridership and keeping the trains running on time.

Polling and doing your research about voter attitudes are 
critical and once done, trust and rely on your data. It may 
make sense to stay away from a “Christmas tree approach” 
(everyone gets something). Instead, consider what Cincinnati 
told voters: “There are projects in every community, including 
projects that look like this.”

Finally, fundraising success comes from organization, 
resourcefulness and specificity, which will allow you to draw 
a more direct line between the measure and the interests of 
your donors.

All these initiatives inspire others to recognize the importance 
of dreaming big and working strategically to realize a desired 
civic venture. At a time when walls are going up all around 
us, it is inspiring and encouraging to know that there are 
also places in this country where safe, collective means of 
transportation and bridges are being built to connect us to 
one another, rather than to keep us apart. 

Joel Epstein is a transportation writer and policy analyst and the author of “How to Pass a Mega 
Transportation Measure - LA County’s Measure M Lessons Learned.”




