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Getting the Problem Drivers off the Roads

Responding to recent Kentucky highway crash data, the KBT Board of Directors last week adopted issues statements seeking changes in a number of laws safety proponents say will make highways safer.  While fatal crashes declined in 2007 in comparison to the average for the previous four years, some kinds of fatal crashes are significantly on the rise.

“More than half of fatal crashes on Kentucky highways are alcohol or drug related,” said Calvin Grayson, “and these kinds of crashes along with fatal motorcycle crashes are rising dramatically.”  

Chair of KBT’s Safety Committee, and a former KYTC Secretary, Grayson said the recently enacted primary seatbelt law and child booster seat -- issues previously supported by KBT -- are reducing injuries and deaths, but further steps are needed.  He expressed KBT’s appreciation to General Assembly members who had taken an interest in saving lives on Kentucky highways by supporting changes in the state’s safety laws.

Driving Under the Influence -- According to research by the Kentucky Transportation Center, alcohol related crashes were up by 9.3 percent, and alcohol related fatalities were up by 6.6 percent for 2007, compared to the 2003 through 2006 average.  Drug related crashes were up by 12.3 percent, and drug related fatal crashes were up by 29.1 percent.  Crash risks rise dramatically as blood alcohol levels go up.  
Capt. Tim Lucas, Kentucky State Police, told a recent meeting of the KBT Safety Committee crash risks rise dramatically as blood alcohol levels go up.  The risk of a crash is five times higher at a BAC of 0.10; 22 times higher at a BAC of 0.15; 82 times higher at a BAC of 0.20; and 154 times higher for a BAC of 0.25.  He said high BAC sanctioning is designed to address persons who operate at a higher BAC level and, in doing so, place the public at greater risk.  

Kentucky’s present law (KRS 189A.010, 11d) imposes a stronger sanction on persons operating a motor vehicle with a BAC of 0.18.  He said reducing this to 0.15 would be a positive step toward increasing the state’s effectiveness in reducing DUI fatality rates.  

KBT position:  To help make Kentucky highways safer by keeping drunk drivers off of our highways, the sanction level should be reduced to BAC 0.15 as recommended by the National Highway Traffic Administration.  Conviction should include a mandatory one-year driver’s license revocation with the provision that the offender after 45 days could apply for a provisional license to drive to employment or school in a vehicle equipped with an ignition interlock.  
Administrative License Revocation -- More than half of fatal crashes on Kentucky highways are alcohol or drug related.  Revocation of drivers’ licenses for alcohol and other drug test failure and refusal is an effective deterrent to DUI.  Administrative license revocation provides for more efficient enforcement without long delays while awaiting a criminal trial.  

KBT position:  In the effort to remove impaired drivers from our highways, Kentucky should join the 41 other states that have ALR laws.  An offender would retain his driving privilege through a temporary permit, made part of the citation, issued at the time of arrest.  The offender would retain the right of due process through an administrative appeal system.  

Motorcycle Helmets -- While motorcycles are some 2.5 percent of registered vehicles and an even smaller percentage of vehicle miles traveled, they accounted for nearly 14 percent of fatal crashes in 2007.  Motorcycle related injury crashes were up by 25 percent, and motorcycle fatal crashes were up by 47.4 percent.  According to National Traffic Safety Administration studies, helmets are 37 percent effective in reducing motorcycle fatalities, and mandatory helmet laws result in near 100 percent usage.  

KBT position:  To reduce motorcycle deaths, serious injuries and health care costs, Kentucky should join the 20 states that require all riders to wear helmets.

Seatbelt Enforcement – Seatbelts, when used, are the most effective, least expensive, method of preventing traffic fatalities and serious injuries.  Kentucky’s usage rate is among the lowest in the nation for states with primary laws.  According to a 2008 seatbelt survey conducted by the Kentucky Transportation Center, the usage rate for front seat occupants is at 73 percent, compared to the national average of 82 percent for states with primary laws.  

Tony Young, formerly with KSP and now FHWA’s regional safety expert, says it is not unusual to see a 15 percent increase in seatbelt usage when a state goes to primary enforcement.  Prior to the enactment of the primary seatbelt law,  the rate was at 67 percent.   The  usage  rate is the lowest in Eastern Kentucky -- 63.4 percent.   Pickup trucks have the lowest usage rate -- 60.4 percent.  For Eastern Kentucky, the pickup truck rate is 51.5 percent.  

Lucas told the KBT Safety Committee he thinks the reason there is not greater usage is the low fine -- $25 with no court costs.  (Court costs would total $138.)

KBT position:  To encourage seatbelt use, the current $25 fine should be increased to $50, or court costs should be added to the current fine.

SAFETEA-LU provides monetary incentives to states for implementing effective programs to curb alcohol impaired driving.  By adopting sanctions for high-risk drivers with a BAC of 0.15 or greater and Administrative License Revocation, Kentucky could qualify for Federal incentive funding.  

KBT is most appreciative of the work of the Safety Committee, the group responsible for developing KBT’s safety program.
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Wyoming Considers Tolling Interstate as Pennsylvania Rejected

The FHWA announced last week it has rejected an application from Pennsylvania to impose tolls on I-80 in that state to fund other parts of its transportation program.  Based on current legislation, revenue from Interstate tolls must be used specifically for Interstate improvements.  Wyoming is another state looking at Interstate tolls, in this case, the 400 miles of I-80 across southern Wyoming.

Wyoming DOT officials say current funding levels are insufficient to pay for required future maintenance of I-80.  Options being reviewed for I-80 include privatization, tolling trucks only, tolling only certain segments and tolling all vehicles.
Maintaining and improving the Interstates and other parts of the National Highway System is a serious problem for most states.  Kentucky surely understands the problem.  In all, the state is easily looking at some $12 billion in Interstate-type needs that cannot be funded from the current Federal program.  
Facing severely inadequate Federal Interstate maintenance funding (about $128 million annually), Kentucky has turned to Grant Anticipation Revenue Vehicle (GARVEE) bonds in an effort to keep pace with maintenance and growth on these national freight corridors.  The state has used the proceeds from $440 million in GARVEE bonds over the past three years to widen and rehabilitate Interstates I-64, I-75, and I-65.  Debt service on the GARVEES is budgeted at some $44 million annually and is paid out of the state’s Federal highway apportionment.
KYTC has been authorized by the General Assembly to use $230 million in GARVEES for work on the Louisville Bridges during the current biennium.  (KYTC’s revised Six-Year Kentucky Highway Plan would not use GARVEES during the biennium but calls for the use of $263.9 million in GARVEES on the bridges beginning in 2012 through 2014.)
USDOT Official: Transportation Inefficient Way to Create Jobs
As national discussion centers on the need for another economic stimulus bill that would include transportation investment, an USDOT economist disparages the idea.  

“Transportation Spending, An Inefficient Way to Create Short-Term Jobs” is the title of an article this week by USDOT Chief Economist Jack Wells on the official blog of the U. S. Secretary of Transportation.  As one gathers from the title, the article discredits the use of transportation infrastructure as the objective of a government stimulus plan.  http://fastlane.dot.gov/secretarysblog/
 “. . . It takes a long time,” blogged Wells, “for these [construction] jobs to be created.  Infrastructure construction requires a long series of steps to plan, design, get environmental clearance on, and construct infrastructure projects.  Only about 27 percent of the funds, on the average, are actually spent (“outlayed”) in the first year, while another 41 percent are spent in the second year.”

This, of course, was written in the face of AASHTO’s survey earlier this year that identified more than 3,000 highway projects totaling approximately $18 billion that could be implemented within 30-90 days from enactment of federal economic stimulus legislation.  Certainly, the opening of the new 35W bridge in Minneapolis this week -- less than 14 months after the collapse of the old one -- shows highway construction projects don’t necessarily take a long time to construct.  (Including demolition the project totaled some $400 million.)

“A billion dollars,” Wells wrote, “spent on almost anything will create jobs.  John Maynard Keynes used to say that, if necessary, we should bury pound notes in bottles and bury them, so that people could dig them up.  It’s not very useful, but it does create jobs (digging up bottles).  The real question is, if we have a billion dollars to spend, what is the best thing to spend it on – better education?  Better health care?  Better infrastructure?  What will produce the greatest benefits, short-term and long-term, for our economy?  The real question to focus on for transportation infrastructure is what impact it will have on improving the long-run productivity of our economy, and how that compares with alternative uses of those tax dollars, rather than on the short-run impact on jobs.”

Wells doesn’t say what short-term jobs in education and healthcare he thinks could be generated to stimulate the economy and provide long term productivity.  If you can’t get your product to market, education and health are long-term going to suffer -- as in commerce equals income and taxes to support education and health care.
Clearly, the nation needs better education and better transportation infrastructure -- if we want to compete in the global economy.  Baring major increased investment in these two programs, it is imperative that a foreign language instruction program be established.  Our children will need to be learning more foreign languages like Chinese because good jobs in the future will be owned by countries like China where record numbers of engineering degrees are being earned and significant investments in infrastructure are being made. 
The nation’s transportation infrastructure, including the national highway system, is falling apart in many places and is surely not keeping pace with needs.  Over the short term and the long term, more investment is obviously needed.  A “stimulus” plan can help the nation meet these needs and, at the same time, put people to work immediately -- in jobs that will increase national productivity. 
We’d say USDOT needs to get a new chief economist if the current one doesn’t think increased investment in transportation -- through a stimulus package or otherwise -- is a sound investment in the nation’s future.
Post: Next Administration Must Find Sustainable Sources of Funding

The Washington Post editorialized this week in support of the $8 billion transfer from the General Fund back to the Highway Trust Fund and noted “the bailout is a temporary remedy that will keep the fund afloat for a year at most if projections hold.  Congress needs to search for new sources of transportation funding or risk a similar crisis next fall. 

“Raising a federal gasoline tax that hasn't increased since 1993 and that has lost much of its power to inflation would be a good first step.  But gas tax revenue will continue to decline as Americans shift to fuel-efficient cars.  Congress must take a fresh approach; it can start by looking to Oregon, where a recent pilot program proved that charging commuters for the miles they drive instead of the gas they purchase can be successful.  The National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Study Commission recommended to Congress this year that the country transition to a mileage fee by 2025; the success of the Oregon program proves this is possible. 
“Unfortunately, neither Barack Obama nor John McCain has made transportation a priority or spelled out in any detail how to pay for it.  Mr. Obama calls for "stronger" infrastructure and the development of high-speed freight and passenger rail.  He says that he would ease congestion by giving states money to build bike lanes and pedestrian-friendly roads. 
“Mr. McCain would encourage automakers to develop fuel-efficient technology by issuing a "Clean Car Challenge" that would award a $5,000 tax credit to each consumer who buys a zero-emissions car.  He would also increase penalties for automakers that don't comply with fuel economy standards, and he would offer a $300 million prize to anyone who can develop a car battery that surpasses current technology.  He is right to focus on fuel efficiency and innovation, but his plan relies on implausible initiatives.  His call for a gas tax holiday this year showed a misunderstanding of the fund's unstable finances. 
“Though their plans don't inspire confidence, we hope that the candidates learned from the Highway Trust Fund's near-collapse.  The next administration must work with Congress to find sustainable, environmentally logical sources of transportation funding.” 


Mark your calendar and save the date!

31st Annual Kentucky Transportation Conference
Wednesday - Friday, January 21-23, 2009 -- Capital Plaza Hotel 

and Frankfort Convention Center

Watch for more details.

Key sponsorships are available for this high-profile event. 



















































