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The Failed Transportation Tax:
A Simple Message From Voters?

By  Quentin  Kidd

s  the  General  Assembly  works
towards solving one of  the biggest
budget  shortfalls  in  the  Common

wealth's  history,  it  might  be  constructive  to
look  back  at  the  failed  transportation  tax
referendums  in  Northern  Virginia  and
Hampton  Roads  for  guidance  on  voter
sentiment.

Civic,  business,  and  political  leaders
described  themselves  as  surprised,
shocked, and stunned at  the results of  the
referendum.  Governor  Mark  Warner  called
it  "sobering."  While  most  observers
expected  the  vote  to  be  close,  many
expected  it  to  pass.  Yet  it  failed  in  both
Hampton  Roads  and  Northern  Virginia  by
wide  margins.

Quentin Kidd

The simple message from the election
was that voters do not want any new taxes,
but it would be wrong to stop there.

The reality is that voters, at least those in
Hampton Roads, were sending their leaders a
more complex message about the way the state
is being governed. I offer evidence as to what
that message is from exit interviews conducted
at  three  high-turnout  precincts  in  Newport
News. These exit interviews were structured
specifically to gauge three things: 1. Which of
the pro- and anti-tax referendum messages had
the most influence on "Yes" and "No" voters.
2. The intensity of "Yes" and "No" voters' sen
timents.  3.  The extent  to  which the budget
crisis  influenced  vote  choice  for  or  against
the referendum.

* * *
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The arguments,

pro and con

What the Proponents and
Opponents Argued

The  proponents  of  the  tax—in  Hampton
Roads, an increase in the sales tax from 4.5 to 5.5
cents per dollar—made five arguments for why
voters should approve the referendum.
1. It is important to the economy and quality

of life of Hampton Roads. This was an argu
ment that involved at various times (and
depending upon who was making it): eco
nomic development, quality of life, public
safety and environmental quality themes.

2. There are no alternatives to solving the traf
fic problems in Hampton Roads. At the
heart of this argument sat the state budget
crisis and the legislature's inability to come
up with a long-term reliable funding stream
for transportation projects. Proponents
argued that waiting for the state to come up
with the money would delay for decades the
construction of the proposed projects, some
thing the region could not risk.

3. The tax is a sound financial plan. This argu
ment was made largely in respond to critics
who argued otherwise. Proponents said that
the law required the money to be spent only
on the six proposed projects for Hampton
Roads and that the Hampton Roads
Planning District  Commission would be
required to report annually to the state on
all allocations and expenditures of monies
drawn from this tax.

4. One-cent on the dollar is not much money.
Proponents argued that one-cent on the dol
lar, or less than S100 per year for a "typical"
household, was a relatively cheap way to pay
for the proposed projects.

5. The regional sales tax will encourage greater
regional cooperation. Proponents argued
that the regional sales tax would encourage
the 16 localities in Hampton Roads to coop
erate more on regional issues.
The opponents of the tax referendum also

made five arguments for why voters should vote
against the referendum.
1. The projects will not reduce traffic.

Opponents argued that the proposed projects
would do little to reduce traffic, especially on
secondary roads, and might in fact lead to
more traffic.

2. Building more roads will lead to more
sprawl. Opponents argued that the proposed

projects would actually encourage more
sprawl, which in turn would lead to longer
commutes and more traffic.

3. Taxes should not be raised. Opponents made
a multi-pronged anti-tax argument.  One
prong was that while the legislation creating
the referendum limited the amount of bond
money that could be issued, it did not limit
the amount of taxes that could be collected.
Another prong turned the proponent's argu
ment that one-cent wasn't much on its head
by arguing that it amounted to a 22 percent
increase in the sales tax. Finally, opponents
argued that during a recession government
shouldn't be raising taxes that are already
too high, noting in their flyers that most
people pay nearly 50 percent of their income
in taxes.

4. A regional tax will lead to regional govern
ment. Opponents argued that the Hampton
Roads Planning District  Commission had
never handled large-scale construction proj
ects and that it was ill-equipped to manage
the $7.7 billion 20-year program. They
argued that this would lead to regional
governance and another layer of bureaucracy
citizens would have to wade through.

5. We can't trust the government. Finally,
opponents claimed that the General
Assembly couldn't be trusted to leave the
money alone. While the law required all
funds collected through the tax to be spent
in the region, opponents argued that the
law could be changed just as easily as it
was created should the governor or General
Assembly need the money for some
thing else.

Evolution of the Campaign
The fall campaign season got off to a slow

start  in  Hampton Roads in part  because there
were no competitive races for Congress and U.S.
Sen.  John  Warner  faced  minimal  opposition
from two independent candidates. Proponents of
the transportation tax were raising hundreds of
thousands of dollars from business and industry
while opponents reported little fundraising activ
ity. Early indications, while ultimately deceiving,
were that the pro-referendum side would over
whelm a loosely organized opposition. By early
October, however, the anti-tax campaign began
to pick up steam.

Opponents of the tax referendum appeared
to  gain  significant  momentum  on  October  1
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during a live regional broadcast of a Town Hall
discussion sponsored by Hampton Roads' public-
television  station  WHRO  TV  about  the  trans
portation tax referendum. Two of the most vocal
opponents,  Del.  Johnny  S.  Joannou  of
Portsmouth,  a  Democrat,  and  Patrick  M.
McSweeney, former chairman of the Republican
Party  of  Virginia,  engaged in  a heated debate
with  Republican  State  Sen.  Marty  Williams  of
Newport  News  and  Hampton  Roads  Planning
District  Commission  Executive  Director  Arthur
L. Collins.

Joannou and McSweeney weighed in heav
ily with the trust argument, contending that the
voters were being asked to approve a tax increase
with  no  limit  and  with  no  guarantee  that  the
money  would  not  be  diverted  by  the  General
Assembly.  Senator  Williams  and  Collins  never
effectively answered the challenge.

Evidence of the effectiveness of Joannou and
McSweeney's arguments against the referendum
came almost  immediately.  An on-line poll  con
ducted by WHRO during the broadcast  initially
showed viewers supporting the tax referendum
by  a  three-to-one  margin.  By  the  end  of  the
broadcast, that margin had reversed with nearly
three of every four viewers indicating that they
opposed the tax referendum.

In  the  weeks leading  up to  the  election  it
became clear that the two issues attracting the
most voter attention were the trust in state gov
ernment argument and voter  distaste of  taxes.
Virginians'  dislike  of  taxes  is  nothing  new and
proponents of the referendum expected a strong
anti-tax voice, but the trust question seemed to
catch them off-guard when, only weeks away from
the election, their own polls started showing any
where from 60-70 percent of respondents believed
that the monies collected would be diverted by the
General Assembly to other uses. Early polling by
supporters had shown broad support for the tax.

In a response, just over two weeks away from
the  election,  Governor  Warner  issued  an
Executive  Order  creating  two  transportation
accountability  committees,  one  for  Northern
Virginia and one for Hampton Roads. The pur
pose of the committees was to provide "an added
safeguard  that  the  transportation  referendum
revenues  approved  by  voters  in  Northern
Virginian  and  Hampton  Roads  will  be  used
solely for the specific transportation programs in
each  region  as  set  forth  in  the  legislation
approved by the 2002 General Assembly.

The  move  appeared  too  little,  too  late.
Virginia  voters,  always  moody  over  taxes  and
prone  to  distrusting  government,  had  found  a
reason to vote no.

Election Day Poll  Results
As noted earlier, our purpose was to gauge

the extent  to which voters'  choices were influ
enced by the specific arguments that they heard
from the proponents and the opponents of  the
transportation  tax  referendum.  The  arguments
were  made  in  the  traditional  ways  that  cam
paigns  get  out  their  messages.  Given  their
fundraising advantage,  proponents relied much
more  on  television  and  radio  advertising.
Although opponents were able to run a few last-
minute television commercials of their own, they
relied much more on grassroots efforts to get out
their message.

In order to gauge the effectiveness of each
side's message, I arranged for a group of my stu
dents at Christopher Newport University to con
duct a series of exit poll interviews with voters at
three  traditionally  high  turnout  precincts  in
Newport  News.  These  students  were  familiar
with  the  issues  surrounding  the  transportation
tax referendum because they had served as mod
erators for WHRO's Town Hall discussion of the
transportation tax referendum a few weeks prior
to the election. Students interviewed nearly 100
voters on Election Day as they exited the polling
location. The margin of error of our sample was
± 7.3 percent at a 95-percent confidence interval.

One  of  the  benefits  of  conducting  exit
interviews is that you can quickly compare your
results  with  reality.  In  that  regard,  the  overall
results of our interviews were remarkably similar
to the actual election results. Respondents to our
survey reported voting against the transportation
tax  referendum  62.1  percent  to  37.9  percent.
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In Newport News, the actual vote was 65.4 per
cent against and 34.6 percent for, while in the
Hampton Roads region the vote was 61.75 per
cent against and 38.25 percent for. Given these
similarities, we are reasonably confident that the
views expressed by our respondents are a reflec
tion  of  the  view  of  Hampton  Roads'  voters
in general.

Why They Voted "No"
Voters who reported casting "No" votes were

asked whether they agreed or disagreed or had no
view  with  a  series  of  statements  that  corre
sponded to the arguments made by opponents of
the tax referendum.

Two  arguments  appeared  to  matter  only
marginally to "No" voters. Only 29.6 percent of
them agreed that approving the tax would lead to
regional  government.  While  regional  govern
ment may be of concern to some, it is certainly
not  a  concern  to  many  in  Hampton  Roads.
Additionally,  only  38.9  percent  of  "No"  voters
were taken with  the argument  that  a  one-cent
increase in the sales tax amounts to a 22 percent
increase in the sales tax. Apparently most "No"
voters could see through the play on words.

Percentage of "No" Voters Who Agreed
With  Each  Statement

This  will  lead  to  regional  government  29.6%
This  is  a  22%  increase  in  the  sales  tax  38.9%
Building more roads will simply lead to more

sprawl  and  then  more  traffic  57.4%
I  don't  like  any  tax  increases  59.3%
Building  more  roads  will  not  reduce  traffic  72.2%
I don't trust the legislature to use the money

the  way  they  say  it  will  be  used  85.2%

Two  questions  tapped  into  the  argument
made  by  the  opponents  that  the  road-building
plans were not  sound.  The arguments  were a
reflection of the concerns of environmentalists and
slow-growth advocates who saw the transporta
tion tax referendum as a disaster for the environ
ment and urban sprawl. Just over 57 percent of
"No"  voters  agreed  that  building  more  roads
would lead to more sprawl and just over 72 per
cent  of  "No"  voters  agreed that  building  more
roads would not reduce traffic. The environmental
and slow-growth forces were clearly important to
the defeat of the transportation tax referendum.

The  anti-tax  sentiment  was  also  strongly
noted  in  the  interviews.  Almost  60  percent  of
"No" voters agreed that they do not like any tax
increases.  This  should  not  be  surprising  to

observers  of  Virginia  politics.  What  should  be
surprising, and alarming, is the 85.2 percent of
"No" voters who agreed that they don't trust the
legislature to use the money the way they say it
will be used.

There are a number of possible explanations
for why opponents of the tax referendum were
able to cultivate so easily the seed of distrust in
government.

First, voters don't have to dig very deep into
their  memory  before  coming  upon  a  General
Assembly that left Richmond without passing a
state  budget  and  a  governor  who  engaged  in
tricky bookkeeping in order to make sure the car
tax phase-out continued.

Second, on an almost daily basis for the past
several years voters have been told how horribly
the  Virginia  Department  of  Transportation  has
managed the state's transportation budget and
how much money the agency is wasting.

Third,  proponents  of  the  tax  referendum
were never able to answer a key challenge made
by the opponents: that there really was no guar
antee that the money couldn't be diverted by the
General Assembly.

Finally, whether true or not, there existed a
perception that state leaders had thrown together
the referendum at the last minute and that much
of what voters were being asked to approve had
not been thought through very well.

Why They Voted "Yes"
Voters who reported casting "Yes" votes were

similarly asked whether they agreed or disagreed
or had no view with a series of statements that
corresponded to  the arguments made by sup
porters of the tax referendum.

Percentage  of  "Yes"  Voters  Who  Agreed  With
Each  Statement

One-cent  on  the  dollar  isn't  much  money  69.7%
It  will  encourage  regional  cooperation  69.7%
I see no alternative to solving the traffic

problems  in  Hampton  Roads  69.7%
It  is  a  sound  financia l  p lan  78.8%
It is important to the economy and quality

o f  l i f e  i n  Hampton  Roads  93 .9%

Unlike the "No" voters, the "Yes" voters were
not galvanized by any single or sub-set of issues
but rather seemed to agree with all of the argu
ments made by the proponents. Nearly 70 per
cent of "Yes" voters agreed that one-cent on the
dollar wasn't much money, that regional cooper
ation  was  a  good  thing,  and  that  no  other
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alternatives existed for solving traffic problems.
Almost  80  percent  of  "Yes"  voters  thought  the
plan was financially sound, and nearly 94 percent
of "Yes" voters agreed that passage of the tax ref
erendum as important to the economy and qual
ity of life in Hampton Roads.

Intensity of Support and Opposition
The other thing that "Yes" voters had over

"No" voters was a slightly higher level of intensity
in their support for the tax referendum than "No"
voters  had  in  opposition  to  the  referendum.
Voters were asked to characterize their level of
support or opposition on a 10-point scale rang
ing  from Very  Weak  to  Very  Strong.  A full  82
percent of "Yes" voters characterized their level of
support as Strong or Very Strong while nearly 11
percent of "No" voters characterized their level of
opposition as Strong or Very Strong.

This  slight  difference  in  intensity  is  telling
when considered in light of the arguments that
voters  found  compelling.  While  "Yes"  voters
found all of the arguments in support of the tax
referendum compelling, "No" voters were much
more  drawn  to  the  trust  issue  than  the  other
arguments  for  voting  against  the  referendum.
Thus, given the lower intensity level of the "No"
voters it may have been possible for the propo
nents to swing a portion of the "No" votes to the
"Yes" column had they been able to effectively
answer the trust questions raised by opponents.

The Effect of the Budget Crisis
Finally, voters were asked whether the cur

rent  budget  crisis  had  influenced  their  vote  or
not.  Here  the  proponents  of  the  referendum
appeared to gain some support. Nearly 60 per
cent of voters who reported voting "Yes" said that
the budget crisis caused them to support the tax
referendum even more. Half of the "No" voters
indicated that the budget crisis caused them to

oppose the tax referendum even more. Nearly 40
percent of "Yes" voters and half of "No" voters
said that budget crisis had no influence on their
vote choice.

Lessons for State Leaders
What lessons can be drawn from the rejec

tion of the tax referendum? I see at least two.
First,  and most obvious,  Virginians continue to
be apprehensive about taxes. However, the tax
issue is complex: While 59.3 percent of "No" vot
ers indicated that they didn't like any taxes in our
survey, a recent Mason-Dixon survey found 60
percent of respondents supportive of an increase
in the tobacco tax. Tax increases of any kind will
be difficult, and must be specifically targeted or
they are not likely to enjoy the support of voters.

Second,  and  much  more  importantly,
Virginians were rejecting bad governance. From
its inception at the last minute of the final days
of the last session of the General Assembly to the
numerous unanswered questions about how long
the tax would continue and whether the monies
collected could in fact be diverted by the General
Assembly at some future time, the tax proposal
had a bad smell to voters. It looked like a poorly
constructed patchwork solution to a much more
important  problem,  and  voters  were  rejecting
that kind of governance.

Virginia  voters  want,  and  surely  deserve,
better governance, and when given the opportu
nity will say so loud and clear.

See Governor Warner's press release on October 18,
2002 at http://www.governor.state.va.us/Press_Policy/
Releases/Oct2002/1018b.htm
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