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Mayoral Transit Forum 2011 

Responses from Sly James and Mike Burke 
 
Question 1. The city council recently passed an ordinance to restore 
funding to the transit system from the ½ cent transportation fund.  
a.    Do you support continued city funding of public transit as an essential 
city service?  If not, please explain why.  
b.    What non-financial actions can be taken to create a more transit 
friendly Kansas City? 
 
Sly James www.slyjamesformayor.com  
a. I support continued city funding of public transit because I believe it is 
essential for our city and our citizens.  The fact is, without a quality public 
transportation system, employees can’t get to work and that hinders our ability to 
create jobs and grow our city’s economy. 
b. To create a more transit friendly city, City Hall needs leadership.  The good 
news is that leadership is free.  I am a veteran of the U.S. Marines, a small 
business owner, and a successful mediator and as mayor,  I will use these skills 
to create a multi-year financial plan, which will include systematic improvements 
for our transit system.  I grew up at 44th and Montgall, riding the bus to and from 
Bishop Hogan High School at Meyer Blvd and Troost.  After returning from the 
Marine Corps, I attended Rockhurst College, taking the bus to my job near K.U. 
Medical Center and back daily.  As a candidate for mayor, I sometimes ride the 
bus and speak with other riders about the issues important to them. From my 
own experience and through listening to our citizens, I understand the need and 
value of our public transportation system and its strengths and weaknesses 
 
Mike Burke www.burke4kc.com 
a. A comprehensive transit system is vital to the future of Kansas City.  As we 
face the imminent prospect of increased gasoline prices the needs become more 
urgent.  I support continued City funding for transit. 
b. I would like to explore more convenient ways for businesses to encourage 
employee ridership, perhaps through a card swipe system on busses that would 
allow for employees to ride free. This would be cheaper than paid parking. 
 
Question 2   Kansas City and KCATA will evaluate a proposed downtown 
streetcar through a federal Alternatives Analysis within the next year or so. 
If it qualifies for federal support, Kansas City will need to identify funding 
for the city's share of the capital cost and for operations.  
a.    If you support the proposed downtown streetcar, how should it be 
funded? Please explain your funding choice.  
b.    If you do not support the proposed downtown streetcar, please explain 
why. 



 
Mike Burke  
a. While I support the concept of a downtown streetcar, I will defer judgment on 
funding until the Alternatives Analysis is complete.  I believe that the question of 
funding a transit system is not a piecemeal proposition.  We should look at 
funding an integrated system, not individual components. 
 
Sly James  
a. To be clear, while I support the idea of a downtown streetcar, I am generally 
hesitant about committing our city to any new, costly enterprise.  We have an 
ongoing budget crisis, a multi-million dollar backlog of deferred maintenance, and 
a mandated combined sewer overhaul project that will cost at least $2.5 billion 
over the next 25 years. 
Having said that, if a downtown streetcar provides a short-term benefit while also 
providing part of a long-term solution to our public transit needs, it is worth 
consideration.  I would want to be convinced, of course, that such a project would 
pay for itself over time and generate revenue for the city. 
One of the challenges I believe we face with any large-scale project is that our 
citizens don’t trust how we are taking in money or giving it out. With that in mind, 
I will re-establish the Citizens’ Commission on Municipal Revenue. 
 
Question 3   Money is the main barrier to improving transit in the Northland 
and other outlying areas. How would you address this problem without 
decreasing transit service in the central core? 
 
Sly James  
As mayor, I will consider transit improvements as part of a long-term, 
comprehensive plan that brings to the table neighborhoods, businesses, regional 
governments, school district officials, and other civic leaders from every part of 
the city to create a plan that benefits every part of the city and one that considers 
the special and specific needs of the diverse areas of the city. 
 
Mike Burke  
The Northland needs a more centrally located and inviting transit hub where Max 
lines and feed  routes connect. Efficiencies could be achieved through right 
sizing equipment and routes. 
 
Questions 4   Expansion of transit service outside Kansas City has been 
under discussion for some time, and one approach is for counties to 
establish their own transit funding mechanisms.  Suppose Jackson 
County were to propose a 1/10-cent countywide sales tax to fund transit 
improvements in the near term. The tax would primarily, though not 
exclusively, fund intra-regional buses in commuter corridors.  
a.    Would you support county tax levies for transit?  
b.    If so, what would be needed to assure Kansas City voters’ support?  



c.     If you would not support county tax levies for transit, please explain 
why. 
 
Mike Burke  
a. If Jackson County proposed a transit tax and a startup system, I would need to 
know how it interfaced with city transit systems and what form of governance 
before I could endorse it. I would also want to make sure that a one county tax 
would not adversely impact the ability to develop a more comprehensive 
multicounty system. 
 
Sly James  
Although I do not support any tax increases at this time, I do not want to take this 
idea off of the table.  Our transit system is a regionally utilized service and should 
be improved, and funded, accordingly. 
I’ve been a strong advocate for public transit and will continue to be as mayor.  
However, we need to restore the public’s trust in City Hall before we ask for 
additional tax dollars.  The city’s plan to withhold $5.4 million in tax revenue 
intended for KCATA is simply unacceptable and represents a systemic problem 
with the way our city conducts business.  Withholding funds that have been 
allocated by voters for a specific purpose continues to breed the type of 
widespread distrust of City Hall that must be fixed.  Our budget must always 
reflect the priorities of the citizens of Kansas City, not simply the priorities of our 
bureaucracy. 
 
Question 5   Jackson County, MARC, and KCATA will consider alternatives 
for improving commuter transit service within Jackson County through a 
federal Alternatives Analysis study, which should be concluded within the 
next two and a half years. The study will evaluate various bus and rail 
alternatives from Blue Springs and Lee’s Summit to downtown Kansas 
City.  
a.    Would you support implementation of the preferred alternative from 
this study regardless of whether the choice is bus or rail? Please explain 
your answer.  
b.    Would you support a countywide tax to support implementation of the 
preferred alternative from this study?  
c.     If so, what would be needed to assure Kansas City voters’ support?  
d.     If you would not support a countywide tax, please explain why. 
 
Sly James   
My support and advocacy for public transit has always been driven by facts and 
whether or not I support the preferred alternative will be based on the contents of 
the study’s results.  I am not biased in one way or the other when it comes to bus 
or rail as a preferred mode of transit. 
Although I do not support any tax increases at this time due to the budget crisis 
we’re facing in Kansas City and the ongoing economic recession, I am a transit 
advocate and will be supportive of thoughtful proposals to improve public transit. 



To be clear, we have a lot of work to do with Kansas City and Jackson County 
voters before we ask them to open up their pocketbooks for a new tax. 
First, we must restore trust in City Hall and confidence that we are spending tax 
dollars wisely. As I mentioned before, I will make sure that money goes to the 
purpose specified by voters.  For example, I will make sure that the tax revenue 
voters devoted to the KCATA gets to the KCATA.  Withholding such devoted 
funds breeds the type of widespread distrust of City Hall that must be fixed. 
 
Mike Burke  
a. I support the Alternatives Analysis study for commuter rail and eagerly await 
its findings.  I believe that a commuter rail system must be complimented by a 
well-planned hub and feeder system and would want to make sure that the 
system served Kansas City residents as well as suburban commuters. 
b. If the system meets the above criteria, I would support a tax to fund it. 
 
Questions 6    Kansas City receives almost nothing for transit from 
Missouri. A new Federal Transportation Bill is due in Congress. How will 
you work with the legislature to increase Kansas City's share of transit 
funding  
a.     at the state level?  
b.     at the federal level? 
 
Mike Burke  
One of my first actions as mayor would be to revamp how the city lobbies in 
Washington and Jefferson City.  We need a more regional approach to issues 
such as transit that impact our region.  The city should reach out to suburban 
governments and chambers to form a joint lobbying position. 
 
Sly James  
First, I will work with our state and federal representatives to generate a cogent 
legislative plan.  I will communicate regularly with our representatives, not simply 
when we need something from them.  Building stronger relationships with these 
representatives is key.  As mayor, I will work to ensure that we work together with 
our state and federal representatives to achieve realistic goals, both short and 
long-term.  I am proud to be endorsed by State Representative Jason Kander. 
Second, we will fully utilize our city’s state and federal lobbyists.  Political and 
economic realities indicate that funding from the state and federal governments 
will be scare.  Federal earmarks should be considered a thing of the past, 
requiring our lobbyists to advocate for programmatic legislative solutions that 
would help a medium-size city like Kansas City to benefit from any Federal 
Transportation Bill.  For example, our lobbyists must advocate for state and 
federal funding formulas that benefit cities like Kansas City.  This would have 
been helpful for Kansas City when the U.S. Congress was drafting the Federal 
Stimulus Legislation.  If we had advocated for more beneficial federal funding 
formulas, lobbying with similar cities, we could have received a greater share of 
the funds. 



Finally, as mayor, I will forge stronger relationships with regional governmental 
leaders, from Topeka to St. Louis.  I will reach out to government and business 
leaders on both sides of State Line to work together lobbying for regional 
solutions. 


