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Goals: 

 Build support for Virgin Trains and Fortress Investment Group 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. 

 

The Potential Catastrophe of the August Light Rail Ballot Initiative  

An initiative has been filed amending the Phoenix City Charter that would kill the South-Central light rail 
extension.  At first it was thought that this would have no further effects on transportation planning in 
the region.  But a more detailed examination of the contents of the initiative reveals it to be a terrible 
danger to the entire region.  Outside money has come to Phoenix to kill light rail, just as the same 
outside money recently killed light rail in Nashville.  Key points have emerged thanks to the hard work of 
Valley Metro and the Arizona General Contractors Association. 

 The initial direct effect of the initiative would be to kill the South-Central Valley Metro Rail 
extension, but the disaster only starts there. 

 The initiative would amend the Phoenix City Charter, which means that it can’t be corrected in 
the future.  This means a permanent change to our transportation system and not one for the 
better. 

 The initiative would terminate all planned light rail extensions and redistribute those funds to 
highways.  At best this is short-sighted.  At worst it would be catastrophic. 

 The initiative would upset all existing regional arrangements by redistributing all Prop 104 
monies to highways.  Although this vote is restricted to Phoenix voters, the effects would be felt 
throughout Maricopa County.  Its aim is to kill rail of all kinds, which would cause terrible 
damage to our mission. 

 The initiative would require MAG to reallocate its funds marked for rail to highways for their 
2022 ballot referendum.  There would be no light rail expansion and no future commuter rail! 

 The initiative would require the rejection of federal funds for light rail and future commuter rail. 
 The initiative would cause Phoenix to have an outsized role in regional transportation planning, 

thus restricting MAG’s plans and activities. 
 The initiative would send our federal dollars to Seattle and Los Angeles where ground is now 

being broken for substantial extensions of their existing light rail systems. 
 The initiative would demolish everything your Executive Director has been doing for the past 18 

months to further commuter and intercity rail in Arizona. 

  



But there is good news. 

 The Arizona General Contractors Association has filed suit to throw the initiative off the August 
ballot.  The court will hear the case on April 10-11.  There is a state constitutional issue of 
whether one city can disrupt a regional plan.  Dave Martin, Executive Director, believes that this 
case will rise to the state appellate level, but not to the Arizona Supreme Court.  He expects a 
ruling quickly. 

So, what is being done to prevent this disaster? 

 Rest assured that the key players in the region are not sitting idly.  Polling, fundraising and other 
work to defeat the initiative are proceeding at this moment. 

 The legal challenge filed by the Arizona General Contractors Association comes before the court 
on April 10-11. 

 Friends of Transit and the Acting Mayor of Phoenix are taking the lead on this effort. 
 In March or April, All Aboard Arizona has been tasked to organize a meeting for our 20 members 

who live in Phoenix and are thus eligible to vote on this issue.  Friends of Transit will co-host and 
pay for it.  As of today, 5 of those 20 have responded positively.  We will reach out to the other 
15 to impart to them the importance of this issue and get them to come. 

 

Phoenix Chamber of Commerce 

Scott Smith, CEO, Valley Metro: 

 Valley Metro Rail connects communities, not just political entities but also neighborhoods. 
 In August 2015, Prop 104 passed, and this initiative is a direct attack on it. 
 By 2023, the intent is to have a two-line light rail system, and this will die if the initiative passes. 
 The problem started with the two-lane versus four-lane argument for Central Avenue, but the 

business interests in South-Central Phoenix challenged it.  Then outside money poured in.  The 
extension is 60% designed, and initial construction was to start this spring. 

 The initiative was filed in November 2018, verification of signatures was completed in January, 
and the Phoenix City Council has set the election for August. 

Debra Stark, Phoenix City Councilwoman: 

 Her district lacks light rail, and her constituents want it. 
 One excuse for the initiative is to redirect money to the police, but the Phoenix Police already 

have more money. 
 Local streets are already funded by bonds, so there is no need to redirect light rail money. 
 The worst areas of Phoenix for crime are nowhere near Valley Metro Rail, so the excuse that 

“light rail fosters crime” doesn’t wash. 

  



Dave Martin, Executive Director, Arizona General Contractors Association: 

 The litigants wish to have the courts toss the initiative off the ballot. 
 The 100-word description in the header of the initiative will not only kill light rail expansion but 

have a deleterious effect on the existing system.  It even misspelled the title of the initiative. 
 The language of the initiative differs from what people were told when they signed petitions. 
 The Arizona Legislature has banned paying money to gather signatures for petitions, and the 

organizers of the initiative have in fact paid signature gatherers to do the job. 

The key takeaway of this gathering is that the key people in Phoenix are mobilized and ready to take on 
this fight.  We’ve been asked to mobilize our members in Phoenix, and we’ll need financial support to 
fulfill our mission to protect light rail. 

 

Friends of Transit Conference 

Neil Giuliano, CEO, Greater Phoenix Leadership: 

 The Top 10 reasons for public transit are, in reverse order: 
o Transit benefits communities financially; 
o Transit reduces air pollution; 
o Transit increases transportation efficiency; 
o Transit reduces traffic congestion; 
o Transit saves money for automobile owners; 
o Transit increases mobility; 
o Transit frees up time; 
o Transit is safer than driving; 
o Transit encourages healthier habits; 
o All of the above. 

Scott Smith, CEO, Valley Metro: 

 The benefits of light rail have reached $11 billion in development for the communities along the 
line. 

 The line carries 45,000 people per day and 16 million people per year. 
 Twice as many people use light rail than used the bus lines that ran on the same route. 
 The light rail line has created 35,000 jobs within one-half mile of the line. 
 The line now has 2200 new housing units in the corridor worth $400 million. 
 The line has become an economic engine. 
 The line has saved 15 minutes per rider per trip for those using it. 

The key takeaway of this conference is that the preservation of light rail is the highest priority of Friends 
of Transit.  Everybody is pitching in.  During a break in the proceedings, I make our contribution by going 
on camera to film a short video clip on why I support light rail.  Others stakeholders made similar 
presentations.  That radio experience came in handy! 

  



Transportation Choices Coalition 

A meeting was held with Mayor Giles of Mesa hosted by David Crummey of Rail Mesa. 

 A lot of myths had to be combated, including the myth that light rail will be obsolete in a few 
years. 

 There was a bit of confusion about the differences between light rail and commuter rail. 
 East Valley communities must vote to get Valley Metro Rail extended into their areas. 
 Mesa needs to enunciate its needs for the Prop 400 Extension. 
 Mesa needs to reach out to Gilbert and Chandler for Prop 400 needs.  (I let coalition members 

know that I’d already met with the city officials of both communities.) 
 Scott Smith needs to be involved in future presentations because of his eloquence. 

The situation of the Phoenix light rail initiative was discussed. 

 The videos taped at the Friends of Transit conference can’t be used for paid political ads 
because Valley Metro’s video equipment was used, and Valley Metro is legally prohibited from 
participating in political campaigns.  I taped a fine 15 second video, and I’m more than a little 
miffed that it can’t be used. 

 If the initiative survives the April court challenge, a campaign will be put together for paid 
political ads to include hiring a political consulting firm.  It’s expected that Dave Martin and the 
Arizona General Contractors Association will provide the money.  I’ll be happy to tape a new 
video segment for them once this starts. 

Other topics: 

 MAG is working on an Active Transportation Plan Toolbox for work with local governments. 
 Noel Campbell’s bill to raise the gas tax was stripped of that provision by members of his own 

party in committee.  It’s dead for this year. 

The key takeaway from this monthly meeting is that everyone is on board to save light rail, and planning 
for further light rail extensions is proceeding apace. 

 

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’re reaching out to newly appointed political figures for meetings. 

 

Next Month 

 Transportation Choices Coalition monthly meeting. 
 Presentation by Friends of Transit to our Phoenix members. 
 Meeting with California’s Railpac to discuss support for Amtrak’s national network. 

 


