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The proposals to fund highway improvements with an eight year, half cent sales tax and to fund transit with a sixteen year quarter cent sales tax presents some interesting choices to those favoring transit improvements.  Those in favor of improving 101 also face similar choices.  Will each set of proponents support their favored transportation mode and stay neutral (say nothing negative) about the other, or will each support its own favorite and be negative about the other?  And what might the public’s response be if one side stays neutral while the other attacks?





From experiences I’ve had during my working career, I’ve found that those favoring highways don’t automatically oppose transit, but those supporting transit usually oppose highways.  Why is this?  It took me a while to develop a rationale for the different positions but here’s what I concluded.





Supporters of highway improvements were basically concerned with reducing congestion on the highways.  They had concluded that more capacity in terms of more lanes was the most direct answer, but they were also open to any process that would reduce traffic.  It was like, “ As long as I get my solution, I don’t care if you get yours also”.





On the other hand, transit supporters usually had an environmental basis for their position.  Transit wasn’t seen as only an efficient way to move masses of people, it also was perceived as reducing pollution and the need for more lanes and parking lots.  They viewed use of transit almost as a lifestyle choice and not just a transportation decision.  Accordingly, transit supporters didn’t want to co-exist with highway users, they wanted to convert them to transit.  This lead to their usually opposing any new highway construction.  They wanted to implement their solution and deny the other side theirs.





If both the highway and transit sales tax measures get on the March ballot it will be interesting to see how the opposite sides react.  A year ago, essentially the same proposal but with combined highway and transit funds was supported by both sides.  Now that the modes will probably be on separate ballots but in the same election, will the previous combined support continue?  You might note from above that I expect the highway proponents to remain neutral on the transit measure but doubt the transit proponents will remain neutral on the highway measure.





A good case can be made by each side for favoring their solution, but they both fail to recognize that there are two very different users of the transportation system that have two very different perspectives of the problem.





The proponents of transit fail to acknowledge that the destination of the vast majority of any transit systems users is the central city, or at least the financial and governmental portions of the central city.  They think that everyone can, should and will use transit.  They see the auto as the enemy.





The proponents of highways fail to recognize that the highway user is usually not bound to a central city destination. ( Only twenty five percent of all auto trips are to the central city) His destination is usually somewhere else, somewhere not likely to have frequent transit service.  The highway proponent sees any transit focus as a competition for scarce dollars that are needed to improve highway travel through out a whole metropolitan area.  They see the diversion of money into transit as a loss of highway improvements.





In the proposed dual sales tax measure, both sides should see that they are really voting on two separate money issues. If the transit measure passes, it will not mean that there will be less money available for highways.  Nor will it be the case if the highway measure passes there will be less money for transit.  Both sides can prevail and then each would have the resources to implement their preferred solutions.





This seems to call for a cooperative rather than an antagonistic relationship.  Let’s hope that’s what we get.            





