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USDOT’s Peters Joins Call to Fix Trust Fund Shortfall
USDOT Secretary Mary E. Peters today directed the Federal Highway Administration to take immediate steps to protect the solvency of the highway account of the Highway Trust Fund and called on Congress to act quickly to finally address a long-predicted problem. 

The House, by a vote of 387 to 37, in late July passed H.R. 6532, agreeing to deposit $8.017 billion from the government's General Fund into the Highway Account of the Highway Trust Fund to cover a projected $3.3 billion shortfall next fiscal year.  The transfer simply restores money taken out of the Highway Trust Fund in a 1998 budget deal.

The objective now is to get the bill on the Senate agenda when the Senate returns next week from the August recess.  Contact information for Senators Bunning and McConnell is at http://www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/senators_cfm.cfm?State=KY
Without congressional action to address the $3.3 billion deficit in the Highway Account of the HTF, a program cut of up to $13.5 billion will result at the beginning of the fiscal year, October 1.  This is a critical situation for the nation’s highway program.  If the shortfall is not fixed, Kentucky’s funding for FY 09 will be reduced by some $200 million with an estimated loss of nearly 5,600 Kentucky jobs.  Slumping fuel tax receipts will likely push the deficit even higher than previously estimated.  
In her call for “immediate” action, Peters urged Congress to avoid adding new earmarks or unrelated provisions on the “must pass” legislation and to get the bill done by the end of next week.  

As recently as July, the Administration opposed the House Trust Fund legislation.  Peters said the recent and sudden decline in American driving and the resulting decline in gas tax revenue during the summer had accelerated the predicted shortfall.  

http://www.kbtnet.org/uploads/TransportationNews2008_07_18.doc
Peters said today’s problem would have been avoided had Congress acted on the President’s “fiscally responsible proposal” to transfer funds from the Highway Trust Fund’s mass transit account.  Most transportation proponents and congressional leaders viewed this proposal -- which would have left the Mass Transit Account with a balance of less than $1.2 billion -- as an extremely shortsighted approach geared at passing a serious problem onto the Congress and the next administration, and one that could eventually result in serious impairment to the transit program.

Peters said it was time to fundamentally reform the nation’s scattered approach to transportation.  She said Congress should do away with billions in annual earmarks and consolidate the over 100 special niche programs that require states to slice and dice federal transportation funds to do things like build museums and restore lighthouses.  

The Secretary said that, in order to allow for continued highway payments to states while Congress acts, the federal government would begin making reimbursements to states on a weekly basis starting next week.  In addition, she said the agency would make funds available on a pro-rated basis.  For example, if there are only enough funds to cover 80 percent of requests, the highway agency will pay only 80 percent of each. 

Peters added that states would receive the balance of the funds in the following week, and then any new requests would also be dealt with on a pro-rated basis.  She added that the department will also review its personnel and purchasing policies and consult with other federal agencies receiving highway funds to find ways to free up additional funding for reimbursing state partners.

Mica Pushing McCain for Transportation Support 

Rep. John Mica of Florida, the ranking Republican on the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, is trying to persuade Sen. John McCain to support his proposal for a $1.5 trillion surface transportation bill that would be funded one-third with federal revenue, one-third through public-private partnerships and one-third bonds, according to Congressional Quarterly.  

Many transportation proponents think a President McCain could have as little interest in meeting transportation needs as the Bush Administration.  In 2005, McCain voted against SAFETEA-LU, citing objections to earmarks.

The Congressional Quarterly article quotes Tom Donohue, president and CEO of the U. S. Chamber of Commerce, which supports aggressive investment in transportation, as saying McCain will have no choice but to embrace a program supporting spending for transportation.  “We had a hard time with this president,” said Donohue, referring to the Bush administration.  “They looked out the window and saw a plane went by, ‘I heard a train,’ the cars are running and everything’s fine.” 
Pennsylvania Legislature to Consider Turnpike Deal 

Later this month, the Pennsylvania legislature is expected to vote on Governor Ed Rendell’s proposal to give a 75-year lease of the Pennsylvania Turnpike to a private operator for $12.8 billion.  The bill was introduced in the Pennsylvania House by Rep. Dwight Evans, chairman of the Appropriations Committee.  (“Pennsylvania Gets $12.8 Billion Bid for Turnpike” http://www.kbtnet.org/uploads/2_TransportationNews2008_05_29forpdf_3.pdf)
Rep. Joseph Markosek, chairman of the House Transportation Committee, an opponent of the plan, said it won’t pass the House.  Both Evans and Markosek are Democrats, as is Rendell.  The Republican-controlled Senate is said to oppose the plan.  

Pennsylvania has applied to the U.S. Department of Transportation for permission to impose tolls on Interstate 80 to help fund the state’s overall transportation program.  Rendell says the toll road lease would eliminate the need to toll I-80.

If the toll road lease is adopted, it would represent the largest privatization of highway infrastructure in the U. S. so far.  The 537-mile Pennsylvania Turnpike is the nation's oldest major toll road.

 

North Carolina Looking at Solutions for Funding Challenge

After a year of study and evaluation, a committee established by the North Carolina legislature last year is set to make recommendations to begin to deal with the state’s “$64 billion transportation infrastructure challenge.”

Brad Wilson, chairman of the 21st Century Transportation Committee, told the committee, “We must send the message and understand, and accept the notion, as difficult and challenging as it is and will be, that North Carolina must have new revenue to meet our transportation infrastructure needs.  The current funding model for transportation needs is failing us and will continue to fail us going forward." 

Wilson, chief operating officer of Blue Cross and Blue Shield of North Carolina, challenged the committee develop recommendations that would provide at least $10 billion in new revenue over the next 10 years.  Noting that the state has a $64 billion projected shortfall in road and transit needs over the next 25 years, Williams said “10 for 10” is “a realistic goal because there is no way this committee should or can solve a $64 billion challenge for the next 20 years in the next 4 months.”

He asked committee members to consider recommendations to: 
* Stop the transfer of revenue from the highway trust fund to the general fund.
* Ensure funds follow development without ignoring areas where transportation investment will foster economic growth. 

* Shorten the timeframe from concept to construction.
* Increase the use tax on car sales. 
* Expand toll road plans, including the possibility of tolling I-95. 
* Assure better alignment between local and state government in planning, responsibility and funding for transportation needs.  

* Give local governments the option of a sales tax increase for transportation needs.
* Ensure there is an intermodal plan. 
* Encourage planning for pedestrians and bicycles.
* Make long-term plans to replace the per-gallon gas tax with a tax on miles driven. 
* Plan a major state bond issue for road, bridge and other transportation needs. 
* Urge the Congress to strengthen federal transportation funding and give North Carolina its fair share.
“Our ultimate goal,” said Wilson, “is to craft a realistic, bold, aggressive approach that will identify. . . $10 billion in 10 years for transportation improvement in North Carolina and to elevate and stimulate serious public awareness of the necessity for all of us in North Carolina to change the way we think about transportation, the way we think about funding transportation, and the way that we must deliver badly needed transportation infrastructure so that North Carolina can regain the title of the good transportation state. And understand that it is key to the economic development future of North Carolina.”

 The 21st Century Transportation Committee was created by the legislature last year with the direction to study the state’s transportation infrastructure needs and report on the following: 
(1) Ways to improve the transportation systems of the State in order to promote economic growth and ensure that the State can compete and participate in the global economy. 

(2) Innovative methods to fund the transportation needs of the State, including an examination of traditional and nontraditional methods of financing transportation infrastructure. 

(3) Priorities of the Department of Transportation, including methods to ensure adequate funding for corridors and projects of statewide significance. 

(4) Methods to use new and innovative technology to improve the transportation system. 

(5) Local funding options for transportation. 

(6) Ways to adequately fund road construction to address urban congestion and to improve mobility. 

(7) Methods to spend transportation funds in the most effective and cost efficient manner, including ways to use recycled materials, and reuse and recycle road materials. 

(8) Ways to maintain the continued safety of the current transportation system, including an analysis of the safety and reliability of bridges in the State. 

(9) The appropriate division of responsibility for transportation infrastructure between State and local government and any federal role in providing transportation infrastructure needs. 

(10) An examination of the role of ports, airports, mass transit, rail, and pedestrian and cycling access in providing the transportation needs of the State. 

(11) A review of public transportation needs in urban areas. 

(12) Methods to encourage fuel conservation and energy conservation in North Carolina. 

The 24-member committee includes 12 members appointed by the President of the Senate with four of those made upon the recommendation of the Governor and 12 members appointed by the Speaker of the House with four of those made upon the recommendation of the Governor.




















































