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Abstract 20 

Following the national trend toward funding transportation with sales tax referendums, the Atlanta, 21 

Georgia metropolitan region voted on an $8.5 billion proposal in July of 2012. Despite bi-partisan and bi-22 

racial support from the political elites and an $8 million campaign by the business community, the 23 

referendum failed with less than 40% of the vote. While just about everyone in the Metropolitan Atlanta 24 

region agrees there is a transportation problem, they do not agree on how to define the problem and 25 

therefore the solutions. An examination of three competing discourses, congestion, choice, and equity, 26 

framing transportation in Atlanta explains why the referendum failed. Polling data, participant 27 

observation, and examination of campaign materials are used to describe the interplay between the 28 

discourses and their public acceptance. Conclusions are offered on what Atlanta and other regions can do 29 

to build consensus around transportation moving forward and what this means for the growing trend of 30 

using sales tax referendums to fund transportation projects.   31 

   32 

Keywords: transportation funding, discourse analysis, Atlanta, congestion, equity, choice  33 
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A Region Divided: The Campaign for the 2012 Transportation Referendum in Atlanta, Georgia 34 

INTRODUCTION 35 

Less than a week before the vote on a sales tax transportation referendum for Metropolitan Atlanta 90% 36 

of respondents in a poll said it was important or very important to address the region’s transportation 37 

problems [1]. The referendum would have provided an $8.5 billion investment in Atlanta’s transportation 38 

infrastructure and was supported by Atlanta’s Black Democratic Mayor, Georgia’s White Republican 39 

Governor, and an over $8 million campaign run by Atlanta’s business community. But the referendum 40 

lost with less than 40% of the vote. What happened? 41 

While just about everyone in the Metropolitan Atlanta region agrees that transportation is a 42 

problem.  That is about as far as the agreement goes. The region is split on how to define the problem and 43 

what are the best solutions. Three competing discourses frame the divide in Atlanta over transportation.  44 

The congestion discourse identifies the problem as traffic congestion and the solutions as more capacity, 45 

peak-hour transit, and Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS). The choice discourse presents the 46 

problem as a lack of transportation choices, specifically for drivers, and thinks the solution lies in more 47 

rail transit, smart growth, and pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure. Finally the equity discourse points to 48 

Atlanta’s history of unequal urban development and racialized decision-making as responsible for 49 

creating a lack of accessibility and proposes not only more transit, but changes to the decision-making 50 

process to overcome this history.  51 

  This research uses a case study of Atlanta to examine how public discourses on the 52 

transportation can impact the referendum process and outcome. Political actors from all the discourses 53 

attempted to influence the referendum project selection process and the campaign. No single discourse 54 

was dominant enough to control the process and the result was a referendum that did not satisfy a single 55 

group entirely. Conclusions are offered on what Atlanta and other regions can do to build consensus 56 

around transportation moving forward and what this means for the growing trend of using sales tax 57 

referendums to fund transportation.   58 

Background 59 

There is professional agreement in the United States that additional investment in transportation 60 

infrastructure is needed. The American Society of Civil Engineers estimates the US faces a funding gap 61 

of about $94 billion a year for surface transportation based on our current spending levels [2]. The State 62 

of Georgia ranks 49th out of the 50 US States in per capita local and state transportation spending; in 2006 63 

Georgia and its local governments were only investing $380 per person in transportation [3]. Atlanta is 64 

cutting transit service due to lack of funding, congestion on the freeways and major arterial roadways 65 

creates 44 annual hours of delay for peak hour drivers and 5 hours a day are under congested conditions, 66 

and the region lacks pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure [4]. 67 

Transportation funding comes from a mix of federal, state, and local revenue sources.  Federal 68 

funding for transportation primarily comes from user fees (taxes on gasoline, diesel, tires, etc) retained in 69 

the Highway and Transit Trust Funds. State and local governments use a mix of user fees, sale and 70 

property taxes, and impact and other fees. Georgia has one of the lowest gasoline taxes in the country and 71 

the state legislature has been unwilling to assume the political liability of raising it. Instead they give 72 

counties, and in this case regions, the ability to raise one penny sale taxes by referendum for 73 

transportation projects.  74 

At the local level funding for transportation is shifting away from user fees toward local option 75 

taxes, particularly sales taxes. This trend is in part a response to increased competition for federal 76 

transportation funding (fewer dollars going less far), unwillingness on the part of federal and state 77 

legislators to raise gasoline taxes, and a general shift in the US away from property taxes. Local 78 
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government’s taxing abilities are constrained by state authorization and voter approval; however, local 79 

sales taxes are often the easiest method of raising revenue for a specific project [5-7]. 80 

There are a number of critiques of the shift toward sales taxes for transportation funding in the 81 

literature. These include issues of equity and efficiency as sales taxes shift the costs of transportation 82 

away from users and user fees onto everyone and general consumption [8, 9]. Sales tax referendums take 83 

transportation funding decisions outside of the normal complicated and technical decision-making process 84 

and subject them to public opinion. Whether the outcome of deciding transportation projects through 85 

referendum creates better or worse solutions for the network overall compared to the regional 86 

transportation planning process is outside the scope of this research, but a question worth further research. 87 

But they do require a very public debate on transportation problems and proposed solutions.  88 

Methodology 89 

This paper examines the process for generating the project list and the campaign for a transportation sales 90 

tax referendum in the Metropolitan Atlanta region. First the state law that created the sale tax is 91 

explained. Then the process of generating the list of transportation projects and the campaign for the 92 

referendum will be analyzed using discourse analysis. The educational materials and public statements of 93 

a variety of actors along with media reports and observation of public events were used to identify three 94 

competing discourses around transportation in Atlanta. These discourses are used to explain tensions 95 

within the campaign, opponents of the referendum, and the outcome of the vote. Results of polls and 96 

surveys before the vote are used to examine the demographics of potential supporters and opponents of 97 

the referendum and acceptance of various discourses.   98 

 Discourse analysis comes from the field of linguistics, but has crossed over to a number of social 99 

sciences. The work of Michel Foucault helped give rise to its increasing use in social sciences, as he 100 

broadened the concept to structures of society and linked it with an analysis of power.  Richardson and 101 

Flyvbjerg argue that Foucault should inform discussions of planning theory, using examples in transport 102 

policy. A discourse is not just a means of communication, in their view struggles between competing 103 

discourses shape the social world and conceptualizations of rationality. They argue Foucault adds an 104 

analysis of power that is missing in Habermas’s communicative theory used by some planning theorists 105 

[10, 11].      106 

 Social scientists are using discourse analysis to examine public policy and the context in which it 107 

is created. Discourses are defined as the methods that social actors give meaning to problems and shape 108 

public policy debates. Discourse coalitions are social actors that share a social construct or framing of a 109 

problem and try to reproduce their understanding [10, 12]. An analysis of discourses and discourse 110 

coalitions can explain how policy shifts occur and what undergirds policy disagreements.     111 

THE REFERENDUM   112 

In 2010 the Georgia Legislature passed House Bill 277 allowing 12 regions of the state to pass a 1 cent 113 

sales tax to last 10 years and fund transportation projects. The bill set out a specific process for creating a 114 

list of projects to be funded with the tax. A Regional Roundtable was created with one mayor and the 115 

chair of each county commission in the region; for the Atlanta region the Roundtable also included the 116 

mayor of Atlanta. Local governments could submit any type of transportation projects to the Roundtable 117 

that were already on a regional or local transportation plan and the state Department of Transportation 118 

(DOT) director of planning was in charge of a process that created a list of criteria for each region.  119 

The Roundtable had a set timeline between January and October 2011 to consider the projects 120 

and criteria and create a project list constrained by the official estimate of what the tax would raise over 121 

the 10 year period. In the Atlanta region 85% of the tax revenue was for the regional project list and 15% 122 

was set aside to go directly to local governments for transportation projects of their choosing. The 15% 123 
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did not have to be decided before the vote. The state legislature set the date of the public vote for the state 124 

primary election in the summer of 2012, generally a rather low turn-out election.   125 

The purposes of this referendum the Metropolitan Atlanta region contains 10 counties – Fulton, 126 

DeKalb, Clayton, Gwinnett, Cobb, Cherokee, Rockdale, Douglas, Fayette, and Henry. This region is 127 

smaller than the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) region for Atlanta, but the formal region of 128 

the Atlanta Regional Commission (ARC). It has a population of 4,142,300 people in an area just under 129 

7000 square kilometers [13].      130 

In the Atlanta region local governments submitted over $22.9 billion worth of projects for a 131 

project list that was constrained at $7.2 billion (with an additional $1.3 billion for the local discretionary 132 

projects). The Regional Roundtable faced the task of narrowing down the possible projects to a list that 133 

could first pass a vote of the Roundtable of politicians, each with their geographic and political 134 

constituencies, and second pass a vote of the public. Of course the list was also supposed to address 135 

Atlanta’s transportation problems. 136 

After months of meetings, public hearings and outreach, in October 2011 the Roundtable adopted 137 

a final project list unanimously by the members present. The final list allocated just over 47% of the funds 138 

for roadway projects, around 52% for transit projects, and under 1% for bicycle and pedestrian projects. 139 

(One small aviation project was also included.)    140 

There was an organized campaign in favor of the referendum funded mainly by members of the 141 

business community. An organization called Citizens for Transportation Mobility was set up to run the 142 

political campaign with a budget of $6.5 million. In addition another organization called Metro Atlanta 143 

Voter Education Network was created to run a tax-deductable educational campaign. They raised around 144 

an additional $2 million [14]. Other existing organizations ran their own campaigns in favor and against 145 

the referendum. The main organization formed to oppose the referendum, the Transportation Leadership 146 

Coalition, reported raised just over $14,000 [14].     147 

The political leaders, Democrats and Republicans, Black and White, supported the referendum 148 

telling voters this was Atlanta’s next big moment, similar to the Olympics. They claimed that this 149 

referendum was central to Atlanta’s ability to compete globally and with regions like Charlotte and 150 

Houston. Officials, including US DOT Secretary Ray LaHood and Chair of the US House Transportation 151 

Committee John Mica, warned that if Atlanta failed to pass the referendum it would make it very hard for 152 

the region to compete for discretionary federal transportation funds [15-17].   153 

 On July 31st, 2012 the state of Georgia voted on the referendums in all 12 of the regions around 154 

the state. Fewer than 40% of the voters in the Atlanta region supported the one cent sales tax. It failed to 155 

pass a single one of the ten counties. Turn-out in the election at 30% was higher than normal for primary 156 

elections. For this region the state primary election (not the presidential primary) had turn-out of 21% in 157 

2010 and 16% in 2008. In comparison the general election in 2010 had a turn-out of 53% and the 158 

presidential election in 2008 had turn-out over 76%. (Although this is a non-partisan issue it is worth 159 

noting that Barack Obama had over 57% of the vote in this region in 2008) [18]. 160 

ANALYSIS 161 

One of the main issues in the debate over the referendum was exactly how to define Atlanta’s 162 

transportation problem. Almost everyone in Atlanta will agree that there is a transportation problem, but 163 

the definition of the problem informs what is considered a solution. Three competing discourses were 164 

used by the political actors in both the debate over the project list and in the campaign leading up to the 165 

vote.  166 
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The dominant discourse in Atlanta has been that of congestion. Congestion as the transportation 167 

problem in Atlanta has dominated the headlines of local media, in addition to the efforts of transportation 168 

planners and policy-makers. In response from pressure from the business community in 2004 then 169 

Georgia Governor Sunny Perdue appointed a Congestion Mitigation Taskforce. In 2005 the Taskforce 170 

recommended three major measures, including increasing the weighting of congestion relief from an 171 

equal weight with other factors up to 70% of the weighting in transportation funding decisions at the 172 

regional level. This recommendation was adopted by the ARC, the region’s MPO, in 2006.  173 

Defining the problem as congestion prioritizes a certain set of transportation projects- increased 174 

capacity, increased through-put using ITS (e.g. ramp metering), and peak-hour transit, like express buses. 175 

Examples of how congestion framed the public debate over transportation can be seen in the local media, 176 

but also the materials published by the ARC about transportation plans [19].           177 

The second emerging discourse about transportation is the lack of choices in Atlanta. The 178 

problem is that Atlantans do not have a choice and have to drive their cars everywhere because there are 179 

no other options. This discourse still identifies congestion as a problem, but it presents a different set of 180 

solutions. Proponents of the choice discourse think that transit (primarily rail), high density and mixed use 181 

land use, and bicycle and pedestrian improvements are the solutions.  182 

The choice discourse is pushed by environmental and smart growth organizations and staff 183 

members of the ARC and other transportation related agencies. It is epitomized in a quote from a 184 

factsheet about the goals of ARC’s 2007 Regional Transportation Plan, “Providing Travel Options – 185 

Segments of the population do not have access to transit and must use automobiles to travel [20].” 186 

The third discourse, the equity discourse, has less official political backing. This discourse posits 187 

that the transportation problem in Atlanta is the lack of accessibility and it results from a history of 188 

unequal development and racialized decision-making. This discourse is articulated by civil rights and 189 

transportation equity organizations; they suggest the solutions are increased investment in public transit 190 

and bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure, more balanced regional economic investment, and changes to 191 

the decision-making process.      192 

The Campaign 193 

Political actors from each of these discourses attempted to influence the projects on the project list from 194 

the Regional Roundtable. A ‘Fairshare for Transit’ campaign was organized by a smart growth 195 

organization that involved choice and equity actors. But the differences in discourses impacted the ability 196 

of the coalition to work together; there were tensions over what types of transit projects to support (based 197 

on what populations they were designed to serve) and the process of the campaign, which was run by a 198 

choice discourse organization. After the project list was selected the coalition effectively broke down. 199 

Despite these tensions, the campaign for transit funding on the project list was fairly successful 200 

getting just over half of the dedicated funding for the transit projects. The transit funding was split with 201 

one third going toward maintain existing transit service (maintenance for MARTA rail and funds for local 202 

and express bus service in the suburbs) and two-thirds for new transit projects. This was the largest 203 

proposed investment in transit in Atlanta since the funding of MARTA in 1971. It represented a shift in 204 

the funding priorities of the region.  205 

In effect the project list reflects the growing power of the choice discourse in Atlanta. The 206 

business community and local political leaders accepted the argument presented by the choice discourse 207 

that in order to be economically competitive as a region Atlanta has to have a regional rail based transit 208 

system. The choice discourse is also supported by staff members at the ARC, some of whom also belong 209 

to organizations using the choice discourse.    210 
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Despite the influence of the choice discourse on the project list, the main campaign for the 211 

referendum used the congestion discourse in its marketing and advertising materials. Citizens for 212 

Transportation Mobility used the slogan ‘Untie Atlanta’ and their message presented the referendum as a 213 

solution to Atlanta’s traffic congestion. Their website, billboards, advertisements, and flyers all 214 

highlighted traffic as the main problem and showed images of congested freeways [21].   215 

The decision to use this approach for the campaign for the referendum created an opening for 216 

opposition, but also created conflict within the larger coalition supporting the referendum. Members of 217 

the choice and equity discourses supporting the referendum were not happy with the campaign funded by 218 

the business community [22]. They created their own campaigns with different messaging, but without 219 

the significant resources. A choice discourse organization ran a campaign called Fast Track Forward that 220 

focused on the transit projects. They focused their campaign at young intown residents and existing transit 221 

riders using a social media based effort. Several equity organizations also actively supported the 222 

referendum focusing their effort on the Black community.  223 

However, since the project list was the result of a political compromise, there were proponents 224 

from each discourse unhappy with the results. In fact the three main opponents of the referendum 225 

represent each of the discourses. One of the main opposition groups was supported by members of the 226 

Tea Party and their main message was that this is a tax increase that will not solve the problem, especially 227 

because so much of the money goes to transit projects [23].  In addition, some elected officials opposed 228 

the referendum because they did not feel that the projects would solve the problem of congestion [24].   229 

Opposition to the referendum also came from the Sierra Club, a choice discourse group. They felt 230 

that too much of the funding went to road projects and overall it would have a negative impact on the 231 

environment [25]. They actively campaigned against the referendum.  232 

The third high profile opponent of the referendum was the state (and a local chapter) of the 233 

National Association of Colored People (NAACP). They were against the referendum on equity grounds. 234 

They argued that the transit included on the project did not serve the needs of the low-income and people 235 

of color in the region1. In particular they were upset that the transit projects were skewed toward the 236 

northern half of the region and that southern side of DeKalb County, which has been paying the MARTA 237 

sales tax for 40 years, only got new rapid bus service and not a rail extension.       238 

Understanding the Voters 239 

The referendum lost in all ten of the region’s counties. The margin ranged from over 75% opposed in the 240 

outer ring suburbs of Fayette and Cherokee to just over 51% opposed in Fulton and DeKalb, the two 241 

counties containing the City of Atlanta [18]. Figure 1 shows the 10 county region and the voting results at 242 

the precinct level. The referendum did pass within the City of Atlanta.  243 

FIGURE 1 244 

This means that the supporters of the referendum were unable to win a large proportion of their 245 

assumed base, the urban, Black, and Democratic voters.  It lost in Clayton County, a county that is over 246 

80% Democratic and 87% people of color, with only 47% in favor. Clayton voters in November 2010 247 

passed a non-binding referendum with 66% of the vote stating support for a 1 cent sales tax to restore 248 

public transit service, which this referendum would have done. A key difference between these two 249 

elections was the campaign. In 2010 a grassroots campaign with a $4000 budget focused on restoring 250 

transit service and targeted key demographics through churches and local businesses. The 2012 campaign 251 

                                                           
1
 Whether the new transit service would serve the needs of low-income transit riders would in part depend on the 

design; no money was included for new local bus service.  
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was primarily an air war, billboards and radio and tv ads, and did not focus on the transit aspect of the 252 

referendum for Clayton County.      253 

A collection of polls conducted through the referendum process can help explain motivations for 254 

voter opposition given the multiple reasons for opposing it. A poll by the Atlanta Journal Constitution, 255 

Atlanta’s daily newspaper, calls into question if any sales tax for transportation could pass regardless of 256 

the project list. In their poll 48% of respondents stated that they agree or strongly agree with the statement 257 

that they don’t support this or any tax increases. Sixty-three percent disagreed with the statement that they 258 

would support a project list with more transit projects while fifty-three percent also disagreed with the 259 

statement that they would support a project list with more road projects [1]. This paints a picture of a 260 

region divided on what type of projects they support with a significant proportion of the population that 261 

does not support any taxes regardless (somewhere between the 48% that stated they don’t support this or 262 

any tax and the at least 10% that didn’t support the project list regardless of the types of projects).  263 

At the same time the poll showed that 90% of Atlantans believe that transportation is a problem 264 

that needs to be solved and 70% agreed that congestion deteriorates quality of life in the region. In 265 

support of the choice discourse, 58% agreed that they would ride transit if it were more convenient, safe, 266 

and reliable [1]. (There were no poll questions that measured support for the equity discourse.)  267 

During the development of the project list the ARC sponsored a poll that asked residents of the 268 

Atlanta region the best reason for investing in transportation alternatives. The respondents were given a 269 

choice of eight reasons, other, and none as possible responses. The most common response was 270 

congestion relief at 41 percent, but the majority chose other reasons. Expanding travel options (choices) 271 

received nine percent [26]. However, the results of this survey cannot be separated from the poor design 272 

of the survey question. Respondents had to choose between expand travel options and at least three 273 

possible reasons for expanding travel options: reduce stress, save money, and reduce travel time. 274 

Increasing equity or accessibility were not options on the survey.    275 

Despite the problems with the survey, the answer to the question provides interesting insight into 276 

how different demographic groups view the importance of congestion. For respondents living in the City 277 

of Atlanta, reduce congestion and expand travel options were within the margin of error of each other. 278 

Reduce congestion was highest with residents of the northern suburban counties.  Black residents were 12 279 

percentage points less likely to name congestion as the best reason than White residents.  Black residents 280 

were most likely to pick increase travel options, 21 percent compared to 4 percent of White residents.   281 

Respondents in the income category of $15,000-$25,000 were most likely to choose expand travel 282 

options, at a rate above their selection of reduce congestion [26]. This suggests an acceptance of a non-283 

congestion discourse by lower-income, Black, and in-town residents.   284 

Regardless of the discourse voters accepted, part of the issue was if they thought the project list 285 

would solve the problem as the campaign defined it- congestion. In one poll only 22% of those polled 286 

believed that traffic would improve if it passed, 56% thought traffic would stay about the same [27]. In 287 

another poll respondents were equally split on whether they thought the projects on the list would 288 

improve congestion [1]. Both polls imply that at least half, if not more, of voters did not think the 289 

referendum would improve congestion, which was the entire basis of the main campaign for it.  290 

The campaign for the referendum clearly outspent the opponents by a very large margin. The 291 

exact amount of spending of the opponents is unknown, but unlikely to total over $100,000 given the 292 

resources of the organizations involved. The larger budget does show up in percent of poll respondents 293 

who were reached by each campaign, but does not guarantee effectiveness. According to one poll, the 294 

campaign supporting the referendum had reached 82% of respondents, but 76% of those reached claimed 295 

it did not impact their opinion. The campaign against the referendum had only reached 59% of 296 

respondents and 81% of them claimed it had no impact [1]. In a different poll 20% of respondents stated 297 
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that the advertisements for the referendum make them more likely to vote against it [27]. The polling 298 

showed a decrease in support for the referendum as the vote drew nearer, despite the efforts of the 299 

campaign for it [15].  300 

There are other factors that could have had an impact on the vote, besides conflicting narratives 301 

on transportation. Passing a sales tax referendum in a time of economic downturn and in a tax adverse 302 

state like Georgia is difficult. However, not impossible, 3 of the 12 districts in Georgia did pass their 303 

referendum, albeit by close margins. The districts containing the cities of Augusta and Columbus passed 304 

their referendums with just over 53% of the vote. A third rural district in south-eastern Georgia barely 305 

passed the tax with just over 51% (this is a region where John McCain beat Barack Obama by 2 to 1 in 306 

2008) [18]. None of these regions had a campaign in favor of the referendum with the financial backing 307 

that Atlanta’s campaign had; the Columbus region spent just $200,000 for their campaign with the slogan 308 

Yes for Transportation [28].  309 

The Atlanta referendum had support from organizations within each discourse coalition, but more 310 

importantly it had significant opposition from each of the discourses. No matter how voters identified the 311 

transportation problems in Atlanta there was a reason from within their discourse to not support the 312 

referendum. The main campaign focused on the congestion messaging, but failed to convince the White 313 

suburban voters most likely to support the congestion discourse that it would solve the problem. At the 314 

same time the campaign failed to capitalize on choice discourse supporters by ignoring that the majority  315 

of spending was on transit. Finally, despite the support of leading (but not all) Black elected officials the 316 

referendum did not pass majority Black counties. While polling did not ask equity discourse questions, it 317 

is likely this is in part due to a lack of acceptance of the congestion discourse seen in the campaign and an 318 

acceptance of the equity argument against it.         319 

CONCLUSIONS  320 

The unlikely partners of the Tea Party, the NAACP, and the Sierra Club managed to beat the Chamber of 321 

Commerce and the political elite in a campaign where they were significantly outspent. But this does not 322 

leave Atlanta with any transportation solutions moving forward. Now that the referendum is over these 323 

three groups go back to having different definitions of the transportation problem in Atlanta and different 324 

solutions.    325 

At this point it appears that there is no single discourse dominant enough to win a majority of 326 

voters in the Atlanta region. While the majority of poll respondents name congestion as a top problem and 327 

a higher percent stated they would be more likely to vote for a project list with more road projects than 328 

transit projects, there is also a larger overlap between the congestion discourse and anti-tax sentiment. It is 329 

very unlikely a project list with more road projects would have passed since it would have been opposed 330 

by even more choice and equity organizations as well as the Tea Party anti-tax organizations.      331 

While the congestion and choice discourses are in closest agreement about the nature of the 332 

problem, the choice and equity discourses are closest in agreement to the types of solutions needed. The 333 

main stumbling block to their ability to forge a long-term coalition to support more transit investment in 334 

Atlanta is the issue of race. The choice discourse organizations are almost entire White. At the beginning 335 

of their transit campaign during the project list stage, a choice organization held a by invitation only 336 

“transit stakeholders meeting” that was 85% White in a region where over 80% of transit riders are people 337 

of color.    338 

Given Atlanta’s history, particularly around transit, race cannot be erased from the equation. As is 339 

showed by the inability of this referendum to pass in majority Black counties, the support of Black 340 

political elites does not translate into support from Black voters. Addressing the long-standing tensions 341 

around race and the inequity felt by voters in Fulton and DeKalb counties who have been paying the 342 

MARTA sales tax for 40 years is probably necessary before another tax can pass.  343 
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While the project list reflected a shift towards the choice discourse the campaign for the 344 

referendum re-enforced the congestion discourse. Given that the congestion discourse has been so 345 

dominant for so long it will take a strategic and concerted effort to counter it in the minds of the public. 346 

The polls show support for the choice discourse (no poll has measured the equity discourse), but this has 347 

to be re-enforced. Agencies, like the ARC, and political leaders will have to be deliberate in their 348 

messaging if they want the public identification of the transportation problem to match their growing 349 

emphasis on transit solutions. Right now their messaging is conflicting between defining the problem 350 

using the congestion discourse and proposing solutions from the choice discourse.   351 

While the politics of Atlanta are specific to Atlanta, this case study does offer some lessons for 352 

other regions attempting transportation referendums. Primarily that it is important to agree on the (or a) 353 

transportation problem before attempting to solve it. While that might not be possible, the more practical 354 

lesson is to be aware of the different problem definitions and the limits to a political compromise that 355 

does not satisfy any group. This is important when designing the campaign and messaging, but also the 356 

type of referendum. It is worth further research if referendums that are a mix of all types of transportation 357 

projects are more difficult to pass than measures that only fund one type of project.     358 

 A discourse analysis, before a referendum, can provide insight on how different political actors 359 

and segments of the public view transportation and what types of solutions and messaging will appeal to 360 

them. Congestion, choice, and equity are three examples of discourses that might not be unique to 361 

Atlanta, but likely play out in different ways with different coalitions in other regions. Discourse analysis 362 

can also help actors trying to change the dominant discourse; a shift in the narrative will be more 363 

successful if it is deliberately done.    364 

Whether transportation professionals like it or not, given the lack of political will to raise user 365 

fees by the federal and state legislatures, the signs in transportation funding indicate the trend toward 366 

sales tax referendums to fund transportation projects is likely to continue. This means more transportation 367 

project selection via outright politics instead of the transportation planning process, which attempts to use 368 

some level of rationality. Whether the transportation planning process is rational or just politics in 369 

disguise is worth discussing. However, this raises questions about the impact of this type of decision-370 

making on what projects get funded and how those projects impact the performance of the network 371 

overall. Further research is needed to examine this impact on the transportation funding process.   372 

    Referendums on funding for transportation projects move the debate over transportation 373 

problems out of the technical planning process and into the sphere of public opinion. This means different 374 

tools will be needed to explain and justify project selection and funding. How the public defines the 375 

transportation problem determines the solutions they will accept taxing themselves to fund. The size and 376 

strength of competing narratives will determine if a consensus or at least a majority opinion can be 377 

formed. Discourse analysis is one tool to examine these narratives and help transportation professionals 378 

create clear messaging or change a dominate discourse to fit their proposed solutions.     379 

 380 
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Figure 1. Results of Referendum Vote by Precinct, Atlanta Regional Commission 456 

 457 

 458 

 459 

 460 

 461 

 462 

 463 

 464 

 465 

 466 

 467 

 468 

 469 

 470 

TRB 2013 Annual Meeting Paper revised from original submittal.


