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How Public Officials Spend Our Transportation Taxes
Distribution of Road and Transit taxes collected in the Central Puget Sound Region

by Michael Ennis
Director, WPC’s Center for Transportation              February 2010 

Introduction

 Have you ever wondered how much of  your transportation tax money pays for that Metro bus you always see on 
the road? Or how much of  it funds light rail as opposed to roads and bridges? New research by transportation expert James 
W. MacIsaac, P.E.1 shows that if  you live in the Puget Sound region, you might be surprised just how officials spend your 
hard earned money. 

 As lawmakers prepare to expand tolling and make it easier for transit agencies to raise their own taxes, it is 
important to understand how current revenues are distributed.

 The chart on page two compares road and transit taxes collected from the state, county transit districts and Sound 
Transit, in the central Puget Sound region (Snohomish, King and Pierce Counties) between 1991 and projected through 
2015. 
 

Key Observations 

Over the last twenty years, total transportation spending has risen from $1.57 billion every two years to $4.78 billion. •	
That is nearly a 200 percent increase in transportation taxes and fees collected in the central Puget Sound region. 

Regional road funding has risen 80 percent since 1991 while regional public transit funding has risen more than 450 •	
percent over the same time period.  

Public transit’s share of  the 14 million daily person trips made in this region is now less than 3 percent while transit •	
collects 60 percent of  all transportation tax revenues. 

Road funding is only 40 percent of  all transportation taxes collected in the region, but serves more than 97 percent of  all •	
person trips.  

Sound Transit now collects half  of  the transportation funding that goes to public transit in the region and is projected to •	
collect more tax revenue than all of  the local transit agencies combined within two years. 

Sound Transit is on pace to collect almost $30 billion in total tax collections by 2030, yet only projects to carry 2.5 •	
percent of  all trips made in the Puget Sound region by 2030.

 
More details are shown in the following charts.

1 Jim MacIsaac: Bachelor of  Science in Civil Engineering, 1964; Master of  Science in Civil Engineering, 1965. Five years with the 
first ever 4-county Puget Sound Regional Transportation Study (PSRTS) and a senior transportation engineer with the Puget Sound 
Governmental Conference after its merger with the PSRC. Six years as Senior Transportation Engineer with two international 
transportation specialty consulting firms. Twenty years as founder and Principal Engineer of  The Transpo Group, a local transportation 
planning and traffic engineering firm in the Pacific Northwest. Ten years as an independent consulting transportation engineer.
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epartm
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w

w
.w
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ounty-by-C

ounty C
om
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eturn per D

ollar C
ontributed by C

itizens 
w

ithin Each C
ounty State &

 Federal Transportation Funds, A
 Fourteen-Y

ear Look, 2004–2017, W
ashington State D

epartm
ent of Transportation, February 2009, at 

w
w

w
.w

sdot.w
a.gov/N

R
/rdonlyres/01173667-1743-4C

3C
-A

127-9B
C

5695C
B

630/0/C
ountyB

yC
ountyFuelTaxC

om
parison.pdf. A

ccording to this study, 51%
 of the statew

ide 
road revenues com

e back to K
ing, Pierce and Snohom

ish C
ounties. The regional distribution of state road tax revenues depicted in the chart applies this estim

ate.   
 T

he source for Sound T
ransit tax revenues for 1997 thru 2015 is the 2009 D

raft Financial Plan Excel M
odel, W

orksheet "A
nnual R

evenues,” Sound Transit. C
om

plete 
m

odel can be obtained from
 Sound Transit through a public records request.  

 T
he source for county transit tax revenues is the W
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ary of Public Transportation 2007, W
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ata for 2013-2015 are estim
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ates prior to 2006 cam

e from
 previous annual sum

m
aries. 
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