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Committee Approves Infrastructure Authority Bill

The House Appropriations and Revenue Committee, with House Leadership and Administration support, this week approved and sent to the full House HB 689 which would establish the Kentucky Public Transportation Infrastructure Authority to provide a structure to deal with the state’s mega projects.   

Explaining the bill to the committee, Rep. Don Pasley, chairman of the House Budget Review Subcommittee on Transportation, said, “There is no way we can build  $13 billion in proposed mega projects without alternative financing, and, considering building inflation costs of 40 percent over the past three years, time is of essence.”  

Pasley’s subcommittee has been working on the problem of financing the state’s Interstate or Interstate-type highway projects with price tags of $500 million-up since the start of the session in January.  The subcommittee has held numerous meetings with groups to discuss the projects.  

“This is a Commonwealth of Kentucky issue,” said House Speaker Pro Tem Larry Clark.  “It is about how we are going to build roads in Kentucky in the future.”  Addressing questions raised earlier by Rep. Jim Wayne, Clark said, “The authority will look at the best scheme to determine how we are going to build them and come up with something that will work and meet the federal mandates.  If there are federal issues, we can negotiate them.  

“If it takes tolls,” said Clark, “I’m for tolls.  I want a future for our community.  The bridges are essential for the operation of Ford, UPS, and other companies that require just-in-time delivery.  The Louisville bridges are essential for just-in-time delivery.  And, the bridges are an essential part of the community’s economic well being.”

Louisville Mayor Jerry Abramson told the committee, “The Commonwealth of Kentucky is at a crossroads.  We used to look to Washington for assistance, but the message from Washington is: ‘you are on your own.’”  Abramson related that Sen. McConnell had emphasized to him that there are no federal highway funds available for the Commonwealth or for the nation.  

“UPS, Ford, GE,” said Abramson, “we’ve got to expand the bridges capability if our business and industry grows and expands.  The Louisville Bridges Project is just one of the mega projects facing the
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Commonwealth.  I-75 and I-71 are essential to get materials and products in and out of Georgetown.  The Brent Spence is essential to ensure Northern Kentucky continues to be a growth engine for the Commonwealth.  I-69 is important to Western Kentucky.  There are important bridges at Land Between the Lakes, and there is I-66.  

“Without this change in the way we provide funding, we will not have these mega projects.  If we become a bottleneck for this part of the U. S., businesses aren’t coming to Kentucky.

“The bottom line is Washington has walked on us and left us with no choice.  The legislation on the table is an approach that gives us an opportunity to move forward to provide our children and grandchildren an opportunity during the next decade.”  

Rep. John Will Stacy expressed concern that the bill included no protection for rural areas in competition with mega projects for Road Fund dollars.  He was assured by A & R Chairman Harry Moberly, the General Assembly would have continuing oversight of the Six-Year Highway Plan and would want to “continue equitable funding” for all parts of the state.  “We would be forced,” said Moberly, “with stopping the Louisville Bridges Project if not for this bill.  This bill gives the mega projects an independent source of funding.” 

Rep. Jim Wayne expressed concerns that the federal government would not go along with tolling plans that might be offered by the authority board.  “We can pass this bill,” said Wayne, “and hope that somewhere over the rainbow it works.  It may be a shell the feds aren’t going to accept.”  He insisted that FHWA must address the bridge tolling issues.
Cabinet Chief of Staff Mike Hancock said he is confident FHWA is negotiable on tolls, considering the current emphasis by USDOT on the issue.

Rep. Bob DeWeese, whose district is the site of the eastern Louisville bridge, said he had been involved in the issue for 18 years and had seen “all types of efforts” to stop progress on the bridges.  Not building the bridges, he said, “is not an option.”  He recommended that the authority board include the mayor or some other person local to the projects.  

KYTC Secretary Joe Prather expressed his appreciation to Pasley for his work on the bill, noting that Pasley’s vision in developing the bill is “much broader than the district he represents -- the kind of vision we all must have.”  He said we rely on the state’s “economic engines to have the dollars to equitably fund projects across the state.”
Prather said legislation authorizing infrastructure authorities needs to pass this session.  He said construction on the projects must not be delayed, noting that the cost of construction materials had risen by 40 percent in the last three years.  He said the Louisville Bridges Project is a project that has to be done -- “as Louisville goes, so goes our economic base.”

“We have to face the possibility -- and the reality -- of tolling,” said Prather.  “The states are all moving in that direction.”

Observing that the Six-Year Highway Plan is under-funded by $3 billion, making it a 14-year plan, Prather said the plan would become a 40-year plan if the mega projects were funded out of the Road Fund.  “We need to face reality and move forward.  If changes in the bill are needed, make them.”

The committee approved the bill with a single “no” vote.  Explaining his vote against the bill, Rep. Arnold Simpson said “federal abdication from responsibility to maintain the Interstate system is an insult.  Will the states next be asked to provide funding for the common defense and to coin money?  We must burden the correct level of government.”

Rep. Scott Brinkman has filed two amendments to the bill.  One would require that at least 50 percent of funding for the projects be from the Road Fund.  The second would delete the requirement that tolls would be transferred to the Road Fund when the project bonds are retired.

The proposed Six-Year Highway Plan provides that the Louisville Bridges Project would receive $231 million from traditional federal funding sources through 2010 to keep the project moving forward.  Beginning in 2011, another $366 million of traditional revenues would be infused through 2014.

The plan assumes, beginning in 2011, the Louisville Bridges Project would be the first beneficiary of whatever innovative financing mechanisms can be enabled by the 2008 General Assembly to assist with funding of the mega projects.  To keep the Louisville Bridges Project on course through 2014, the plan provides that $845 million of new revenues would need to be generated from “innovative financing” to meet the total Louisville Bridges Project funding requirement of $1.44 billion for the period.  

KBT supports the use of tolls as alternative means of financing major highway projects.  Infrastructure authority legislation (SB 7, HB 689) has broad support from regions of the state needing new Interstate highway facilities.  The Louisville Bridges Project is viewed as the first “test” of how the mega projects will be funded.  HB 689 may be viewed at http://www.lrc.ky.gov/record/08RS/HB689/bill.doc.

Idaho Looks at Weight Distance to Help Meet Shortfall

To help solve Idaho’s $200 million shortfall in transportation funding, Sens. Tim Corder and Shawn Keough have filed a bill to raise truck registration fees and levy a 4.5 cents per mile weight distance tax on trucks 60,001 pounds-up, according to the Idaho Statesman.  Corder owns a trucking company.  The bill is expected to generate $58 million in new revenue, primarily from out of state trucking companies using Idaho’s roads.  Kentucky’s 2.85 cents per mile tax on heavy trucks generates some $86 million annually.

Legislative Update

Executive Budget – House Speaker Jody Richards has said the House will vote out its version of the Executive Branch Budget, HB 406, early next week.  An increase in the cigarette tax of at least 25 cents is expected to be part of the House plan to raise revenue.  Gov. Beshear yesterday recommended a 70 cents increase as his push for expanded gaming falters.  The expanded gaming proposal -- the only significant help in the offing to bolster the General Fund -- appears to be on life support.  The Administration has estimated it could generate as much as $600 million annually.  Additional General Fund revenue is very important to Kentucky transportation.  Public riverports, public transit, airports, and rail assistance all constitutionally rely on the General Fund for support.  

Highways could also benefit from a healthier General Fund.  Last year, Beshear told the KBT Gubernatorial Forum a better financed General Fund could help reduce Road Fund diversion.  Beshear said he would use Road Fund revenue for Road Fund purposes as part of the answer to meeting transportation needs. 

Booster Seat – An amended version of SB 120, sponsored by Sen. Tom Buford and cosponsors Sens. Jerry Rhoads and Dorsey Ridley, was approved yesterday by the Senate Judiciary Committee.  Senate President David Williams, who is credited with “saving” seat belt legislation in the 2006 session, made the motion in the committee to approve the committee substitute for the bill.  As amended, the bill would require that a child under age 7 years between 40 and 50 inches in height be secured in a child booster seat.  Violators would receive a courtesy warning for a first offense with a $20 fine for subsequent offenses.  The bill is less restrictive than Rep. Tom Burch’s HB 55 which has passed the House.  However, after many years of seeing booster seat legislation die in the Senate, proponents of the legislation are pleased that it appears the Senate will approve a version of the legislation.  KBT supports booster seat legislation.

Telecom Restrictions for Learners – The House, by a vote of 95-0, approved HB 125, sponsored by Rep. John Will Stacy, which would prohibit any person with an instruction permit from using a personal telecommunications device, except for emergencies, while operating a motor vehicle.  Seventeen states and the District of Columbia have special cell phone driving laws for novice drivers.  Text messaging is a particular concern.
Short Line Assistance – Sen. Tom Buford has introduced SB 244 that would establish the rail infrastructure project fund to undertake short line freight rail infrastructure projects.  The bill would appropriate from the General Fund $5 million annually for the next three years.  The program would be administered by the Transportation Cabinet. 

KBT’s list of some transportation and related legislation under consideration in the 2008 General Assembly session is at http://www.kbtnet.org/inner.iml?mdl=legislative_issues.mdl
Register Now for the 28th Annual Washington Fly-In
The nation’s transportation system is currently facing one of the most critical times it has faced in the last 50 years.  In view of the failure of the Bush Administration to provide the leadership to address the need for an adequately funded national transportation system, Congress must step up to address the significant challenge of providing the transportation investment necessary to maintain U. S. competitiveness in a global economy.  A NATIONAL transportation system is essential.  It is critical that the Kentucky Congressional Delegation understands what is at stake.  KBT has arranged the annual Washington Fly-In for May 21-22 to help foster this understanding. Your participation is needed.

For Fly-In details and registration: http://www.kbtnet.org/uploads/KBT_Fly_In_Details___Registration.doc 
Lifesavers Conference Scheduled for April 21-22

The 2008 Kentucky Lifesavers Conference is scheduled for April 21 – 23, at the Galt House in Louisville.  The conference will bring the latest safety information to those individuals charged with reducing the number of fatalities and serious injuries on Kentucky’s roadways.  It will address a wide range of highway safety topics covering engineering, education, enforcement, and emergency response. 

The conference is sponsored by the Kentucky Transportation Cabinet in cooperation with the Federal Highway Administration and the Governor’s Highway Safety Program.

The registration fee is $125 and $175 after March 15.  For lodging, contact the Galt House at 502-589-5200 or 1-800–THE-GALT.  Mention the Kentucky Transportation Center to receive the reduced lodging rate of $104 plus tax (West Tower) or $120 plus tax (East Tower Suites).  Room reservations must be received by March 21, 2008.  For information, contact the UK Transportation Center by phone at (859) 257-4531 or 1-800-432-0719; fax (859) 257-1061; e-mail mhorseman@engr.uky.edu; or website http://lifesavers.ky.gov. 































