
Key Findings

1. The Sound Transit Board 
consists of 18 members, 
including the Secretary of the 
Washington State Department 
of Transportation. Fourteen 
of the members are hand-
picked by the King, Pierce and 
Snohomish County executives. 

2. The appointment structure of 
the Board shields members from 
direct public accountability 
for cost overruns and broken 
promises.

3. The Citizen’s Oversight Panel 
appointed by the Sound Transit 
Board has included members 
of pro-transit nonprofits and 
companies that have received 
Sound Transit contracts, and 
has been found to suffer from 
poor ethics and serious conflicts 
of interest. 

4. Sound Transit officials regularly 
change their definition of 
success when they fail to deliver 
projects within projected 
timelines and budgets. They 
have historically overpromised 
benefits and underestimated 
costs. 

5. The insulated Sound Transit 
Board should be held 
accountable for how they 
spend taxpayer dollars through 
an election, rather than 
appointment, process. 

The governance structure of the Sound Transit Board

Voters in the Sound Transit taxing district1 will get to decide this 
November whether or not they want to be indefinitely taxed in order to 
fund Sound Transit’s light rail extensions in Sound Transit 3 (ST3).

The Sound Transit Board that unanimously approved the regressive 
$54 billion-dollar tax package to go to the ballot consists of 18 members, 
including the current Secretary of the Washington State Department 
of Transportation. Fourteen of these members are hand-picked by the 
King, Pierce and Snohomish County executives. In fact, a majority of the 
members are picked by the Sound Transit Board Chair and King County 
Executive Dow Constantine. This structure of appointment versus 
popular election shields the Board and the Sound Transit staff from direct 
public accountability.

Consequently, the Board members are selected for their loyalty to 
Sound Transit rather than to their constituents. Over its 22-year history, 
very few members have challenged the organization, and those that have, 
like former King County Councilman and Sound Transit Board member 
Rob McKenna2, were removed from the Board.

Major decisions3 about adoption of system plans, amendments, 
annual budgets, annexations, board composition and executive director 
employment require a two-thirds favorable vote.  Members serve 
staggered four-year terms.

Sound Transit’s Citizen’s Oversight Panel focused on 
advocacy rather than oversight

Sound Transit claims they are held accountable through the 
15-member Citizen’s Oversight Panel (COP), but the panel members are 

1 “Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority 2015 Financial Plan,” Central 
Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority, June 2015, at http://www.soundtransit.org/
sites/default/files/20150624_2015_FinancialPlan.pdf.

2 “Thank You Rob McKenna,” Josh Feit, SeattleMet.com, July 20, 2009, at http://
www.seattlemet.com/articles/2009/7/20/thank-you-rob-mckenna.

3 “Revised Code of Washington 81.112.040 – Board appointments – Voting - 
Expenses,” effective date June 9, 1994, Washington State Legislature, at http://app.leg.
wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=81.112.040.
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Key Findings
 
•	 Sound Transit 3 (ST3) is a $54 bil-

lion-dollar ballot proposal that would 
increase the taxes residents pay to the 
Sound Transit Agency by more than 
$300 per average household per year, 
or $20,000 or more over 25 years. 

•	 In addition to new taxes, the ST3 pro-
posal includes the continuation of taxes 
enacted in 1996 (Sound Move/ST1) and 
2008 (Sound Transit 2/ST2), totaling 
$8.621 billion. This is roughly the size of 
King County’s relative $9 billion budget, 
and represents 16 percent of ST3 fund-
ing sources.  

•	 According to the Puget Sound Regional 
Council, of the 19 million daily trips 
expected to be taken in the region by 
2040, less than one percent would be 
taken on light rail. The bulk of ST3 fund-
ing (over 60 percent) would be spent to 
build additional light rail.

•	 Using Sound Transit’s most optimistic 
ridership projection, the agency would 
serve barely four percent of daily trips 
expected to be taken in the region in 
2040. 

•	 A little over six percent of the projected 
one million people that planners 
expect to move to the region are 
forecast to become new regular transit 
riders if ST3 is passed. This is very low 
for the amount of tax revenue to be col-
lected and spent. Other transit options 
would provide greater mobility benefits 
sooner and at lower costs.

•	 Over the last 20 years, Sound Transit 
officials have failed to provide trans-
parency and timely project completion 
within budget. Now the public agency 
is pushing for one of the nation’s most 
expensive, one-size-fits-all rail expan-
sions, although they admit that it would 
not reduce congestion for taxpayers in 
the Puget Sound region.   
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This November, voters in the Sound Transit taxing district living in parts of King, 
Pierce and Snohomish counties will decide whether or not to pass Sound Transit’s new 
$54 billion-dollar tax proposal, called Sound Transit 3 (ST3).  

The majority of the project funding is for light rail, which would attract only 64,800 
new riders to public transit, or a little over six percent of the projected one million peo-
ple that planners expect to move to the region by 2040. 

If ST3 is approved, Sound Transit officials would collect the following taxes annually 
from each household:

Tax ST1 & ST2 ST3 Total for ST1, ST2 & ST3

Sales & Use Tax 0.9% 0.5% 1.4% 

Motor-Vehicle Excise Tax 0.3% 0.8% 1.1%

Property Tax 0.0% $25 per $100,000 
assessed value $100 for $400,000 home

To put these numbers into perspective for an average household, a tax calculator 
was created at www.ST3Tax.com. Residents in the taxing district can input their house-
hold data to determine how much they would pay to Sound Transit if they approve ST3. 

Below is a calculation from www.ST3Tax.com for a two-person household bring-
ing in a combined yearly income of $85,000 to $105,000, with two cars and a $360,000 
home. Total costs for this family for ST1, ST2 and ST3 taxes over 25 years would be 
$21,433. 

Household Data ST3 Tax Total

$85,000-$105,000 Total 
Yearly Income Sales & Use Tax (0.5%) $169

$360,000 Home Property Tax ($25 per $100,000) $90

2 cars / $40 Vehicle RTA 
Tax each Motor Vehicle Excise Tax (0.8%) $213.33

Total ST3 Tax $472.33

Total ST1/ST2 Tax $385.00

Total Annual Sound Transit Taxes w/ ST3 $857.33

Total Sound Transit Tax Paid in 25 Years w/ ST3 $21,433.25

Sound Transit officials project transit ridership to reach 1.1 to 1.332 million daily 
boardings by 2040 with ST3. Without ST3, that range would be 975,000 to 1.169 million. 
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A closer evaluation of this data shows that there would be only 144,000 new transit boardings 
generated with ST3.1 

This means that ST3 specifically would serve only 0.7 percent, including buses and light rail, of 
all 19 million regional daily trips. When the metric of 144,000 new boardings is converted to riders, 
the result is only 64,800 new riders on Sound Transit and other regional transit as a result of ST3. 2 

Allowing for Sound Transit’s most optimistic ridership projection of 695,000 daily boardings 
by new and existing riders on all of Sound Transit’s services (light rail, commuter rail, bus rapid 
transit, and express bus), the agency would serve barely four percent of all daily trips in the region 
by 2040.3

No matter how Sound Transit’s reported numbers are analyzed, the resulting public benefit 
after $54 billion in new spending is very low and therefore not in the public interest.

Recently, the Seattle Transit Blog said that “people unable to drive deserve a good way to get 
around, not just a lifeline.”4 The question is whether or not Sound Transit officials are, in fact, pro-
viding the best possible solution to help people move around the region. 

The costly system seems a throwback for a growing, innovative region that is moving beyond 
coal, beyond rail, and beyond cars and buses as we know them today. Sound Transit’s expensive 
fixed rail ignores the progress being made in human mobility every day. To assume fixed rail is the 
solution for the next 100 years is profoundly risky and short-sighted, committing our region to 
continued gridlock and potential technological irrelevance.

So far, Sound Transit officials have presented ST3 as the only option.5 If ST3 fails, however, the 
public would have the opportunity to hear about more and better options from a public agency 
that certainly has the resources to provide them – and to provide them quickly. 

Sound Transit officials also claim that if voters do not pass their ST3 tax plan, it would have 
dire consequences and would delay so-called “progress.” However, any objective analysis shows that 
spending $54 billion to move a small fraction of daily travelers decades from now is not progress. 

A more progressive policy would be for Sound Transit officials to present affordable transit 
ideas that improve mobility for transit-dependent people today, and which help relieve traffic con-
gestion in ways that serve the public interest of all Puget Sound residents.

This publication is a summary of a 17 page study on Sound Transit 3.  To access the full study, go 
to www.washingtonpolicy.org

1	 “Sound Transit 3 Appendix C: Benefits, Costs, Revenues, Capacity, Reliability, and Performance Char-
acteristics,” Sound Transit, June 23, 2016, at https://st32.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Docu-
ment%20Library%20Featured/June_23/Resolution_R2016-16_Appendix_C-Final.pdf. 

2	 “Definitions,” American Public Transportation Association, November 10, 2010, at http://www.apta.
com/resources/statistics/Documents/Ridership/missdef.pdf. 

3	 “ST3 Expert Review Panel: Ridership Forecasting,” Sound Transit, June 6, 2016, at http://www.wsdot.
wa.gov/partners/erp/background/Ridership%20forecasting%2006-06-2016.pdf. 

4	 “Yes on Sound Transit 3,” Seattle Transit Blog Editorial Board, August 30, 2016, at https://seattletransit-
blog.com/2016/08/30/yes-on-sound-transit-3/#comments.

5	 “Long Live the War on Cars: Regional Leaders Call for More Mass Transit as City Unveils 
Plans to Lower Speed Limits,” by Heidi Groover, The Stranger, at http://www.thestranger.com/
slog/2016/09/14/24558729/long-live-the-war-on-cars-regional-leaders-call-for-more-mass-transit-as-
city-unveils-plans-to-lower-speed-limits.


