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KYTC to Use Practical Solutions to “Do More with Less”

Gov. Steve Beshear and KYTC rolled out a plan -- “Practical Solutions” -- this week to maximize the value of Road Fund expenditures in the face of a severely constrained budget, escalating costs for materials, and a cloudy outlook for future federal funding.  “We will do more with less,” said Beshear.   

The program comes as the cabinet faces the reality of a six-year road plan that includes projects with an estimated cost of more than $8 billion and estimated revenues of $5.3 billion with no real assurance of how much federal money will be available.  Federal funds account for nearly three-quarters of the revenue estimate.  On the state funding side, revenues from highway user fees are seriously eroded by diversion to other programs.  (See “Balanced General Fund Costly for Highway Users” http://www.kbtnet.org/uploads/TransportationNews2008_04_24_Revised.doc)
“My administration,” said Beshear, “will not allow the financial challenges we face today to cripple our highway network for future generations.  We will continue to build roads and bridges.  We will continue to take care of our existing infrastructure through preventive maintenance.  But we must choose wisely when deciding where and how to invest our limited transportation dollars.
“We will build more roads.  We’ll improve safety.  However, each project is going to stand on its own, based on need, engineering, and safety.”  

“The only way,” said KYTC Secretary Joe Prather, “we will be able to meet the future transportation needs of the state is a focus on ‘practical solutions.’  In simple terms, we must build roads relative to what we need, rather than what we want.  We’re going to have to settle for a Chevy instead of a Cadillac. They do the job just as well but at a more reasonable price.”  He said all projects will be reviewed and that “safety and economic development all come into play.”

Prather said safety and quality will not be sacrificed.  “Safety,” he said, “is our first priority, period.  In fact, Practical Solutions will allow us to do more to improve the overall condition of Kentucky’s aging, 27,000-mile highway network, meaning safer roads for the traveling public.”
State Highway Engineer Gilbert Newman said the new plan will mean “we are doing fewer ‘great’ projects and many more ‘good’ projects.  We can cut crashes by one-third through this approach.”
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Newman said the state has built some four-lane roads that will not reach their capacity 20 years in the future.  “We are maintaining a lot of pavement that will never be used to capacity,” he said.   

An example of “over-design” cited by Newman would be going from 20-foot wide US 68/80 bridges at Land Between the Lakes National Recreation Area to 102-foot wide bridges.  He said the current situation of 10-foot lanes where “trucks are losing side mirrors” must be corrected, but with something less than bridges that are five times wider.

An example of “doing more with less” cited in a KYTC handout says the state could spend $500 million to build 23.3 miles of a divided four-lane highway with 12-foot lanes and 8-foot shoulders.  For the same amount, the state could build 69.4 miles of a two-lane highway with identical lane and shoulder widths. The cost per mile is reduced from $21.5 million for the four-lane to $7.2 million for the two-lane highway.  Safety, in terms of crash rate, is clearly higher on the four-lane highway -- 2.4 versus 2.9; however, the safety gain in improving three times as many miles of roads is clearly the better plan if revenues are limited.  The crash rate for the unimproved two-lane in the example is 5.4.

Prather noted some 40 percent of Kentucky highway fatalities occur on the state’s 6,000 miles of narrow two-lane road.  “Unless we do things differently,” he said, “we will never” be able to make “a dramatic difference” in this.

Beshear said Practical Solutions is modeled after a similar program adopted by Missouri where there was a $400 million saving “on projects on the drawing board.”
Highway Veto Case Continues as Judge Rules Legislative Plan Invalid

Franklin Circuit Judge Phillip Shepherd has ruled HB 79, the General Assembly's version of a highway construction plan, is “null and void” because it was not delivered to the governor on April 15, the day the General Assembly is required by the Kentucky Constitution (Section 42) to adjourn.

The ruling came in a suit filed by Senate President David Williams challenging Gov. Steve Beshear’s veto of the bill and the ability of the administration to conduct a construction program without a legislatively approved plan.  Since the ruling was on an issue not addressed by the parties to the suit, the parties can ask that the issue be reconsidered which Williams is expected to do.

Williams’ veto challenge was based on Section 88 of the Kentucky Constitution which provides that a veto must be issued within 10 days (excluding Sundays) after the legislature’s adjournment.  The Administration maintained the 10 days did not begin until the 16th, making Beshear’s veto April 28 legal.  While the legislature stopped the clock on the 15th, actual adjournment and delivery of the bill to the Governor was on the 16th.  

If the ruling on the validity of HB 79 stands and/or the veto is upheld, the question of whether or not the Administration has the authority to follow a specific plan of its own in the absence of a specific plan approved by the General Assembly comes into play. 

The General Assembly appropriated funds for the road program in the budget bill (HB 406).  The manner in which the plan was adopted as an attachment to HB 79, rather than as part of the budget, is in conflict with KRS 176.419 (2) which provides that the Six-Year Highway Construction Plan “with phases scheduled for funding during the ensuing biennium shall be enacted in the budget memorandum and the projects with phases in the last four years of the plan shall be enacted in a joint resolution . . . .”  The degree to which the legislature can specify the plan raises separation of powers issues.

Regardless of the outcome in the Circuit Court, the case is expected to be heard by the Kentucky Supreme Court.  

Massachusetts Allocates $3 Billion in Bonds for Bridges
The Massachusetts legislature has passed and Governor Deval Patrick has signed a bill authorizing $3 billion in bonds to fix the state’s structurally deficient bridges.  The bill includes $1.108 billion in GARVEES and $1.876 billion in revenue bonds to be amortized with motor fuels user fee revenue.   
“This program,” said Patrick, “will make our bridges safer at a time of critical need, create thousands of jobs, and provide long-term economic benefits along the way.  By investing today, we will complete more bridge projects in less time and at a lower cost.”
Of the state’s 5,018 bridges, 585 are structurally deficient and 1,987 are functionally obsolete.  Major bridges to be repaired include the Longfellow Bridge over the Charles River in Boston, the Fore River Bridge in Quincy, and an Interstate 91 bridge.

Long-Distance Travelers Would Fund Pennsylvania Program

The Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission advanced a plan this week to make tolling of I-80 more acceptable to the public by exempting short-distance, local drivers using transponders from tolls.  In most cases, motorists would travel 50-60 miles before a toll would be triggered.  Long-distance and interstate travelers would fund Pennsylvania’s transportation program under the new plan.  I-80 crosses the state for 311 miles connecting New Jersey and Ohio.

The Pennsylvania legislature authorized I-80 tolls last year as a way to fund the state’s transportation program.  However, Congressional action will likely be required to make the I-80 toll plan work.  An amendment to a bill last year failed.  While USDOT officials following the Bush Administration’s privatization-tolling philosophy would probably like to approve the plan, current law provides that Interstate tolling can only be authorized for improvements -- not to underwrite other transportation programs and facilities.  

Gov. Ed Rendell has proposed a 75-year, $12.8 billion lease of the Pennsylvania Turnpike as an alternative to tolling I-80, but the privatization effort has so far been rejected by the legislature. 
NCSL Tells Congress Motor Fuels User Fee Increase Needed

The National Conference of State Legislatures has called on Congress to raise federal motor fuels user fees as part of a reauthorized surface transportation program.
The NCSL policy paper says the surface transportation program “needs a new vision to guide it beyond the Interstate Highway era into the 21st century and the needs and challenges that lie ahead.  The Congress should not re-enact SAFETEA-LU and must look at surface transportation anew, authorizing a new program that better meets current and future needs for interstate mobility.”

The paper says Congress in articulating the new vision should focus programs and funds to reach the following objectives: interstate commerce and freight mobility; interstate movement of people; national defense and homeland security; safety; environmental and air quality preservation and improvements; and research and innovation.
The policy statement says "an increase in the federal gas tax is needed in the short-term to provide sufficient funding for the next authorization to meet the new vision and until a new, more stable long-term funding mechanism for surface transportation can be put in place.”
For the long term, the paper recommends Congress "must migrate the trust fund to a new national funding stream and should consider a vehicle miles traveled fee system, freight surcharges, container taxes, and customs fees, among others, that capture all system users."  The comprehensive transportation policy adopted by NCSL is at http://ncsl.org/statefed/transportation.htm.
Materials Costs Climb 19% from 2007

Increased material costs continue to squeeze transportation budgets, causing real reductions in the actual amount of construction work put in place, according to a new American Road & Transportation Builders Association economic report.

A major spike in diesel fuel, steel, and asphalt were the driving forces behind a 19 percent jump in highway and street construction materials in June compared to the same month in 2007.

The ARTBA “Highway Construction Producer Prices” report documents year-over-year increases in the following categories: Iron and steel scrap: 97 percent; diesel fuel: 85 percent; asphalt paving and block manufacturing: 14 percent; sand, gravel, and crushed stone: 7 percent; ready-mix concrete: 3 percent; concrete block and brick: 3 percent; and, cement: 1 percent.

“We are beginning to see the impacts of rising material prices on the value of construction put in place, which measures current market activity,” said Alison Black, ARTBA economist and vice president of policy.  “The nominal value of construction work on highways, bridges, and related projects was up 3.1 percent through May 2008 to $24.3 billion, compared to the first five months of 2007.”

However, Black cautioned, “When you take into account rising construction costs, including material prices, the actual volume of construction work performed on highways and bridges so far in 2008 is down about 5 to 7 percent.”

Administration’s New Approach for Nation’s Transportation Unveiled
The Bush Administration’s new plan to refocus, reform and renew the national approach to highway and transit systems in America was unveiled last week in Atlanta by USDOT Secretary Mary E. Peters.
“Without a doubt, our federal approach to transportation is broken.  And no amount of tweaking, adjusting or adding new layers on top will make things better,” Peters said.  “It is time for a new, a different and a better approach.”  She said more direct pricing options like privatization and tolling are needed.  “The idea is simple: use federal funds to encourage new sources of investments for transportation, instead of replacing them,” she said.
Peters said the plan sets a course for reforming the nation’s transportation programs by outlining a renewed federal focus on maintaining and improving the Interstate highway system, instead of diverting funds for wasteful pet projects and for programs clearly not federal priority areas like restoring lighthouses. 
Addressing urban congestion and giving greater flexibility to state and local leaders to invest in their most needed transit and highway priorities is another key focus of the reform plan, said Peters.  Local leaders will have greater freedom and significantly more resources to fund new subways, bus routes or highways as they choose, based on the needs of local commuters instead of the dictates of Washington. 
As part of this focus on congestion, the plan would create a Metropolitan Innovation Fund that rewards cities willing to combine a mix of effective transit investments, dynamic pricing of highways and new traffic technologies, the Secretary said.
The reform plan also calls for greatly reducing over 102 federal transportation programs which have proliferated over the last two decades replacing them with eight comprehensive, intermodal programs that will help focus instead of dilute investments, and cut the dizzying red-tape forced upon local planners, she said.
Peters said a hallmark of the plan is a refocused and redoubled emphasis on safety, using a data and technology-driven approach that also gives states maximum flexibility to tackle their toughest safety challenges.  Using a data-driven approach, she said, we are and must continue focusing on issues that put drivers, commercial drivers, passengers and pedestrians at risk, including crashes involving drunk drivers, motorcycles, work zones and rural roads.
Peters emphasized that central to any reform for transportation is finding new revenue sources to supplement the unpredictable and unsustainable gas tax, in order to fund maintenance and pay for new needed projects.  She said the gas tax is an antiquated mechanism, underscored by the current climate of high gas prices.  Americans are driving less and taking advantage of transit options, but less driving also results in less revenue for transit operations. 
“Our plan," said Peters, "will make it easier to pay for and build roads and transit systems.  It will deliver fewer traffic tie ups, better transit services and a stronger economy. It will make our roads safer and give Americans new confidence that the money they invest in transportation will actually deliver results."
Provisions of the plan include:

· Federal Role: The proposal focuses most federal formula funding on transportation safety, the Interstate Highway System plus other highway facilities of national interest, and major metropolitan areas.  Discretionary grant funding would support multi-state corridor projects, bottleneck projects, projects of national or regional significance, and innovative metropolitan responses to urban congestion. 

· Safety: The proposal replaces current safety programs with an integrated safety grant program based on existing state-level Strategic Highway Safety Plans. 

· Program Consolidation: The proposal consolidates highway and transit programs into three multi-modal funding programs; assigns authority to a single institutional body, chosen through consensus, to plan and fund a major metropolitan-area's transportation projects, regardless of mode; and provides broad eligibility to projects likely to yield the greatest returns. 

· Investment Decisions: The proposal calls for states and metro areas to set performance goals and document progress toward meeting them; with additional federal grant funds provided to high performing recipients.  It would also require benefit/cost analyses for selection of projects receiving substantial federal support. 

· Pricing: The proposal would allow tolling of Interstate and other major highways, expanded use of public/private partnerships, and broadens use of innovative financing programs. 
The plan is on line at: http://www.fightgridlocknow.gov/reform/reformproposal08.pdf.



















































