
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
 
• Initiative 1464 repeals the 

current state ban on directing 
tax dollars to private political 
campaigns

• Initiative 1464 is based on a 
new law passed by Seattle 
voters in 2015

• The tax-funded voucher 
provisions of the Seattle law, 
however, do not take effect 
until 2017, making evaluation 
of its real-world impact 
premature 

• According to the state’s Office 
of Financial Management 
(OFM), Initiative 1464 would 
cost approximately $171.5 
million over the next six years

• Unlike most previous ballot 
measures, Initiative 1464 does 
provide its own funding source 
by repealing the nonresident 
sales tax exemption

• This sales tax exemption, 
however, has been 
recommended for 
continuation by the Joint 
Legislative Audit and Review 
Committee (JLARC) to 
help Washington’s border 
communities

• Funding for Initiative 1464’s 
requirements will ultimately 
come out of the general fund, 
at the expense of funding 
public education and other 
state programs. 

Policy  NOTE

Citizens’ Guide to Initiative 1464, to direct 
taxpayer funding to private political 
campaigns
By Jason Mercier, 
Director of WPC’s Center for Government Reform   October 2016

Introduction

In November the people of Washington will vote on Initiative 1464. 
The proposal is based on a new law passed by Seattle voters in 2015. 
Comprising 23 pages and 37 sections, Initiative 1464 is a very complex 
proposal covering many aspects of campaign finance. Starting in 2018, 
Initiative 1464 would allow eligible individuals to direct up to three 
taxpayer-financed $50 contributions (available until public funds are 
exhausted) to “qualified” political candidates for their political campaigns. 
The official explanatory statement prepared by the Attorney General’s 
Office notes that Initiative 1464 “would repeal the law that currently 
prohibits using state funds for political campaigns.” 1

 
The experience of tax-funded campaigns nationally 

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) 
there are currently five states (Arizona, Connecticut, Hawaii, Maine and 
Minnesota) that provide some type of matching public funds for legislative 
races, but none provide taxpayer directed vouchers as proposed by Initiative 
1464. Describing why public funding of campaigns is not common 
practice across the country NCSL says: “States cannot require candidates 
to use public financing programs, and the financial advantages of private 
fundraising frequently prompt candidates to opt out of public financing 
programs, which often include expenditure limits for participants.” 2  

Estimated fiscal impact 

According to the state’s Office of Financial Management (OFM), Initiative 
1464 would cost approximately $171.5 million over the next six years.3 
Unlike most previous ballot measures, Initiative 1464 does provide its own 
funding source by repealing the nonresident sales tax exemption. This sales 
tax exemption, however, has been recommended for continuation by the 
Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee (JLARC). 

1 “Voters’ Guide – Initiative 1464 Explanatory Statement,” Washington State Secretary of State’s 
Office website, accessed September 1, 2016, at  https://weiapplets.sos.wa.gov/MyVoteOLVR/
onlinevotersguide/Measures?language=en&electionId=63&countyCode=xx#ososTop. 

2 “Overview of State Laws on Public Financing,” National Conference of State Legislatures 
website, at  http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/public-financing-of-cam-
paigns-overview.aspx. 

3 “Fiscal Impact Statement for Initiative 1464,” Washington Office of Financial Management 
website, August 2017, page 1, at http://www.ofm.wa.gov/ballot/2016/Initiative1464FIS.pdf 



Discussing why it is recommending the sales tax exemption be continued 
JLARC analysts said: “Continuing the preference will continue to support 
Washington retail establishments by removing the disincentive for nonresidents 
from no or low sales tax locations to purchase goods in Washington.” 4

Given the potential for lost retail sales from nonresidents no longer crossing 
the border to shop in the state, this may mean significant funding for Initiative 
1464’s requirements will come from Washington taxpayers out of the general 
fund, at the expense of funding public education and other state programs. 

Conclusion

Among those speaking out against Initiative 1464 due to the proposed use 
of tax dollars for political campaigns are former State Auditor Brian Sonntag, 
former Attorney Generals Slade Gorton and Rob McKenna and former Secretary 
of State Sam Reed.5 Many Washingtonians may also be strongly opposed to the 
forced political speech of having their tax dollars go to support the political cam-
paigns of candidates that they oppose.

An alternative approach is for improved campaign finance transparency, as 
recommended by former Secretary of State Sam Reed. Since Initiative 1464 is 
based on a Seattle program that has not taken full effect yet, it would be prudent 
to wait to see if this new approach is more effective than the experience of prior 
national and state taxpayer-funded campaign laws, before adopting a similar 
policy statewide. 

This publication is a summary of a 10 page study on I-1464.  To access the full 
study, go to www.washingtonpolicy.org

4 “2011 Tax Preference Performance Reviews – Report 12-2,” Washington Joint Legislative Audit and 
Review Committee, January 11, 2012, page 231, at http://leg.wa.gov/jlarc/AuditAndStudyReports/Doc-
uments/12-2.pdf.

5  “Voters’ Guide – Initiative 1464 Arguments For and Against,” Washington State Secretary of State’s 
Office website, accessed September 1, 2016, at  https://weiapplets.sos.wa.gov/MyVoteOLVR/onlinevoters-
guide/Measures?language=en&electionId=63&countyCode=xx#ososTop.
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