
FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S DESK 

22 DECEMBER 2018 

 

Goals: 

 Build support for Virgin Trains and Fortress Capital to establish service in the Sun Corridor. 
 Build credibility among regional politicians, managers and organizations as the critical 

organization with expertise in rail. 
 Recruit new members and raise funds. 

 

Maricopa Association of Governments 

Roger Clark, Jay Smyth and I met with Audra Koester Thomas, who replaced Marc Piersall. 

 Her reaction to the South Central Light Rail project going to the voters is disappointment.  The 
coalition opposing the line is a collection of odd bedfellows, including various groups of local 
residents and businesspeople.  Anti-rail people from out of town were involved because the 
signature gathering cost around $200,000.  The issues are the two lanes versus four lanes 
argument and the taking of business property.  Thanks to the fact that the runoff election for 
mayor of Phoenix is not until March, there is a leadership vacuum, and opponents of rail are 
working with this vacuum. 

 Not until 2020 will the MAG Policy Committee decide on the mix of freeways, bus rapid transit, 
light rail and commuter rail that will go to the voters in November 2022 or2024.  The tax 
increase will be a hard sell.  MAG will have the money to build new freeways should they be 
necessary, but ADOT lacks the money to maintain them.  Propositions 300 and 400 were driven 
largely by contractors and developers.  The new proposition will be driven by new champions, 
but she doesn’t know who they are yet.  Commuter rail may not necessarily be part of the final 
package.  MAG may decide on a flexible proposition, not one fully funded up front.  The selling 
points will be technology and health. 

 Steve Farley’s idea of getting the legislature to appropriate $100-200 million from the general 
fund for a commuter rail pilot project is premature, a distraction from MAG’s main mission and 
legislatively impossible.  MAG’s effort for this year’s legislative session will be to change the 
enabling legislation to permit local control without having to go to the legislature every year.  
Thus far, the enabling legislation has been defeated twice, but MAG is putting its efforts into 
getting it passed this year. 

 The best way we can help her is to keep local governments informed and educate them, other 
groups and the general public.  Phoenix doesn’t yet see the advantage of commuter rail, and 
that has to change. 
 

 SUMMARY: The good news is that Audra is every bit the equal of Marc; we’re in good hands.  
The bad news is that there is a sense that the anti-light rail initiative will pass and that 
commuter rail may not be on the ballot when MAG next goes to the voters. 

 



Transportation Choices Coalition 

An emergency meeting was called on December 3.  A week earlier, an initiative to place all future light 
rail money into highways received twice the number of signatures required to get it on the May or 
August ballot. 

 The company that gathered the signatures is known for its shoddy work.  There are only ten 
working days after filing to challenge signatures, and five have already elapsed.  A new law 
permits using a partial sample of the signatures for verification; should a certain percentage of 
the sample be faulty, it is assumed that the particular percentage is faulty for all signatures.  This 
is how a ballot initiative may be thrown out. 

 If a challenge fails, we’ll lose this vote at the ballot box because it is citywide.  Valley Metro 
wants it on the May ballot because it is frozen in place and unable to receive federal funds until 
this issue is settled definitively. 

 Members will reach out to law firms that might be interested in handling a challenge on a pro 
bono basis. 
 

 SUMMARY: Bad news.  There is a sense that this initiative can’t be stopped. 

 

Corporate Membership Drive 

Farhad Moghimi of PAG in Tucson joined at the $500 level. 

 

Transportation Choices Coalition 

John MacDonald of Policy AZ gave his estimation of the effects of November’s election. 

 Before the election, the membership of the State House of Representatives was R35/D25.  It’s 
going to be R31/D29 in the new House.  For the Republicans, there is no longer any margin for 
error.  The Speaker will be Rusty Bowers, who absolutely hates light rail. 

 Before the election, the membership of the State Senate was R17/D13. That number has not 
changed.  For the Republicans, there is no margin for error because the new Republicans are 
moderates.  The Senate President will be Karen Fann. 

 Because of the slim margin between the parties, few controversial measures will be introduced.  
Ideological fights will be few and far between, while a pragmatic approach will dominate. 

 The largest issues will be water and funding education, with transportation far down the list. 
 The good news is that there is a bipartisan consensus that there are huge transportation needs.  

The bad news is that Republicans are not fans of transit, light rail in particular.  Gov. Ducey is 
lukewarm to an increase of the gas tax for highways. 

 A key issue will be a $32 surcharge on car tabs for the Arizona Highway Patrol.  This would 
permit HURF money to be moved back to highways with a partial diversion of HURF for 
education. 



 The Prop 400 renewal is tied to enabling legislation (Worsley-Campbell Bill) that died last year 
when the teachers went on strike.  State permission is now required for a county to hold a vote 
to raise its sales tax for transportation.  A new version of Worsley-Campbell will come up again 
this year, but the outlook for passage is cloudy. 

 Noel Campbell will remain Chair of the House Transportation Committee.  With Bob Worsley out 
of politics, the new Chair of the Senate Transportation Committee will be David Livingston, a 
freshman senator but a long-time player in the House.  His background is insurance. 

 As former Sen. Steve Farley predicted, the passage of Prop 126 has created chaos.  The 
proposition didn’t create an ironclad definition of “services,” and that indicates a long court 
battle with the Arizona Supreme Court making the final decision.  Mesa and Flagstaff are 
preparing to go to court to force a definition. 
 

 SUMMARY: There will not be dogmatic and ideological opposition to a passenger rail agenda, 
but there will be practical opposition based on the state’s transportation priorities.  There 
appears to be no one in the legislature willing to propose and shepherd a rail bill through the 
process, and Prop 126 is a significant blow to everyone. 

Dave Schwartz of Friends of Transit gave his estimation of the situation with respect to the Phoenix 
ballot initiative to stop funding of light rail in the city. 

 So far, there is no organized opposition to the initiative. 
 Dave Martin is attempting a technical challenge to the ballot language, but that isn’t expected to 

produce the desired results. 
 We need to go into campaign mode.  Turnout is critical, or we will lose light rail. 
 The Phoenix City Council could put a competing question on the ballot to confuse the issue. 
 Friends of Transit will spend a lot of money to build a campaign message.  The February 

conference will be used for this purpose. 
 Friends of Transit will be reaching out to us and others for assistance. 

 
 SUMMARY: Future light rail is in deep trouble, and only a concerted effort to beat this initiative 

at the ballot box will save it. 

 

Tucson Star, Arizona Republic, Inframation 

I spoke to reporters at two Arizona newspapers and an Internet rail magazine to tell the story of our 
Phoenix-Tucson rail efforts.  The Tucson Star story spread like wildfire.  The Arizona Republic was 
embarrassed at being scooped by a smaller paper, and their reporter called me.  Then Inframation in 
New York called, and I gave them the whole story.  Word is spreading! 

SUMMARY: Any press is good press, but I had a difficult time explaining to the Republic’s reporter that 
you can’t load and unload automobiles onto an intercity train like you can for a ferryboat.  The idea that 
one could take public transportation to and from an intercity train was anathema to her.  “Do you know 
how bad public transportation is in Phoenix and Tucson?” was her refrain.  We could use better 
journalists. 

  



Meeting the Goals 

 Virgin Trains USA has kept the door open to coming out to Phoenix in the spring.  We’re waiting 
to hear more. 

 We want to work with RPA and state organizations on a long-term national strategy for 
reforming American passenger rail and Amtrak.  With possible gridlock in Congress, we have the 
wiggle room to come up with the right proposals. 

 We’ll be working with Friends of Transit on the effort to save light rail. 

 

Next Month 

 Transportation Choices Coalition meeting with Scott Smith. 
 AzTA meeting at the Biltmore. 

 


