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AASHTO Calls for Major Reforms, More Adequate Funding

The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials has called for major reforms and increased federal funding for the nation's transportation programs as Congress considers authorization legislation.  The current surface legislation expires September 30, 2009.
AASHTO’s comprehensive package of recommendations urges that the federal program go "back to basics" by focusing on areas of national interest – preservation and renewal, interstate commerce, safety, congestion, system reliability, and enhanced environment and quality of life.
Increased federal funding would be coupled with national performance standards established to achieve the national goals.  States would self-define targets that would deliver accountability for the investment of federal funds.
Among the goals called for in AASHTO's new transportation agenda are: 

· Increasing funding for congestion relief projects and metro areas; 

· Improving highway connections and transit access for rural America; 

· Doubling transit ridership to 20 billion by 2030, and 50 billion by 2050; 

· Trimming 6-12 months from project delivery time by expanding state environmental responsibilities and integrating planning; 

· Dedicating federal funding for a fast and reliable intercity passenger rail network; 

· Reducing highway traffic fatalities by half in two decades; and 

· Moving as swiftly as practical from current funding methods to a distance-based user fee. 
Reform proposals 

The AASHTO recommendations call for:
· Streamlining of the current number of federal programs and concentrating 90 percent of federal dollars on "core programs" distributed to the states. 
· The match for the Interstate program should be 90% federal for all system capacity as well as preservation purposes; the match for the NHS should be increased to 85%.  (The current match is 90% for IM, 80% for NHS.)

· Special consideration should be given to important but costly projects that have regional or national benefits to ensure that projects of this type can be funded.

· Continue funding programs for the non-NHS Federal-aid highways, bridges, and Federal Lands.
· Allow commercialization of rest areas on the Interstate System, and expand the flexibility allowed for tolling on the Interstate System.
· Capping earmarks at no more than five percent of the federal program. 

· Creating a new "operations" program to fund low-cost, rapid deployment projects to reduce delay and improve reliability of the system.
· Providing dedicated federal funding for a national intercity passenger rail system including high speed rail corridors, regional corridors, and long distance service.
· Maintaining at least the historic federal share (45 percent) of total capital investment in the highway and transit portions of the national surface transportation system. 
$545 Billion Six-Year Multi-modal Program Needed 

Emphasizing the need to employ every kind of transportation to meet future demands, AASHTO calls for an overall $545 billion investment for six years, 2010 through 2015, for highways, transit, freight movement, and intercity passenger rail.  The five-year, SAFETEA-LU legislation provided $286.4 billion in guaranteed funding for federal surface transportation programs.  AASHTO’s new proposal includes:

· $375 billion for highways, ramping to $75 billion by 2015.  (Current five-year program totals $199.5 billion -- $39.9 billion annual average.)
· $93 billion for transit, ramping to $18.5 billion by 2015.  (Current five-year program totals $52.6 billion.)
· $42 billion for freight improvements (from sources outside the Highway Trust Fund), and 

· $35 billion dedicated funding for intercity passenger rail. 
The proposal identifies a number of possible funding options for consideration by Congress including:

· Indexing existing and new Highway Trust Fund sources of revenue beginning in 2010

· Increasing the gas tax by 10 cents and diesel tax by 13 cents per gallon

· Adjusting the tax rate on alternative fuels proportionate to increases in gas and diesel taxes

· Issuing tax credit bonds to fund surface transportation programs

· Reinstituting collection of interest on Highway Trust Fund balances

· Increasing General Fund transfers for transit, and providing General Fund support for intercity passenger rail and highways

· Allocating portions of any carbon tax or cap-and-trade auction proceeds that is reflective of transportation’s impact on greenhouse gas emissions

· Dedicating a share of customs revenues for transportation purposes

· Enacting a bill-of-lading charge for all highway and rail freight, to be dedicated for freight infrastructure improvements
· Enacting container fees in support of freight needs

· Creating a dedicated source of revenue outside the Highway Trust Fund to support a freight program including investments in national and regional corridors

· Creating a dedicated revenue source for intercity passenger rail

· Enacting fees based on annual highway miles traveled

The policy positions approved by the AASHTO Board of Directors are available online at http://www.transportation.org/?siteid=98.
House Continues Push for Stimulus that Would Include Infrastructure

House Democrats are actively pursuing enactment of another stimulus package that will include investment in infrastructure.  Some observers think the action could be taken after the election next month.  

Yesterday, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said she had spoken with President Bush, “and we agreed to strive to find bipartisan agreement on an economic recovery package.  Now we must find what is both fiscally responsible and politically possible, and the House-passed legislation is a strong starting point, which the Senate could pass next month and send to the President.”  

Pelosi’s reference was to HR 7110, a $60.7 billion bill passed by the House in September that included $12.8 billion for highways and bridges, $4.6 billion for transit, $500 million for Amtrak and $600 million for the Airport Improvement Program.  

Kentucky’s estimated transportation and “infrastructure” share of the House bill totals $316.6 million including highways, $199.4 million; transit capital, $26.2 million; transit energy, $9.2 million; and wastewater programs, $81.7 million.

Prior to the House passing its bill, the Senate fell eight votes short of proceeding to consideration of its version of a $56.2 billion economic stimulus bill that would have provided $10.75 billion for transportation infrastructure.  In addition to funds for transportation, the stimulus bills would have extended unemployment benefits, increased funding for food stamps, and provided funding for states’ Medicaid costs and local sewer system improvements.

http://www.kbtnet.org/uploads/TransportationNews2008_10_07.doc.  

Earlier this month, Pelosi asked the chairs of relevant committees to schedule hearings on “a fiscally responsible recovery package to get our economy moving again.”  The House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee will have a hearing tomorrow billed as “Investing in Infrastructure: The Road to Recovery.”  Last week, Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke testified before the House Budget committee, giving his support for economic recovery legislation.

In her statement yesterday, Pelosi noted that conditions have worsened both in the U.S. and in the global economy since the House passed its economic recovery plan in September.  Referring to a conference call House Democratic leaders held earlier in the day with economists, Pelosi said, “Leading economists told us again today that we must pass an economic recovery package soon to give another boost to the economy, create jobs, and lessen the length and severity of a recession.  If we don’t, the economy will only get worse.”

An AASHTO survey earlier this year identified more than 3,000 highway projects totaling approximately $18 billion that could be out to bid and under contract within 30-90 days from enactment of federal economic stimulus legislation.  KYTC indicated in the survey it could put $200 million to work immediately.  

Kentucky Unemployment 9th Highest in Nation

Kentucky’s seasonally adjusted preliminary unemployment rate for September rose to 7.1 percent from 6.8 percent in August.  Nationally, nonfarm payroll employment declined by 159,000 in September, the highest level in over five years, and the ninth consecutive month of declines, as job losses mounted in the weakening economy.  Nationally, employment continued to fall in construction, manufacturing, retail trade, and tourism.

The latest state statistics show Kentucky’s unemployment rate of 7.1 percent, the 9th highest in the nation, up from the 11th place in August.  The 10 states with the highest unemployment rates were:
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Transportation Officials Propose $545 Billion in Highway Spending

In all, the proposal calls for, over six years, $375 billion for highways, $93 billion for transit, $42 billion for freight and $34.5 billion for intercity passenger rail.

“If we’re going to expect Congress to make the tough choice, there is no elected official that wants to raise taxes, they are going to have to have a clear understanding of what they get in exchange,” Pete Rahn, director of the Missouri State Department of Transportation. “We can’t say to the members of Congress with a straight face that we want to do the same as we’ve always done just give us more money.”

The big challenge is how to raise the money to pay for the ambitious new spending priorities. The federal highway system has depended on gasoline taxes for more than 50 years, but growing use of alternative fuels, energy-efficient vehicles and mass transit have made the revenue source less reliable.

During the board meeting, ASSHTO agreed to add language to the proposal stressing that any dependence on the gasoline tax is for the short term until “more sustainable sources are found for the long term.”

Jack Basso, the association’s business manager, warned that retaining the current revenue model would force a 50 percent reduction in fiscal 2010 in the $43.2 billion now spent annually on surface transportation programs.

“For 2009, one way or another we’ll limp through this,” Basso said. “It’s 2010 when we don’t have the revenue to sustain anything like the program we have today.”

And the only reason states can limp through 2009 is because Congress transferred $8 billion from the general fund into the federal Highway Trust Fund, to stave off what the Bush administration described in September as the fund’s imminent bankruptcy.

The group’s plan to pay for its spending recommendations includes a smorgasbord of funding options that would raise $1.3 trillion if all were enacted. The organization will present the options to Congress, urging lawmakers to pick and choose.

One recommendation is a 1 cent per gallon increase in the gasoline tax, which would raise an estimated $1.8 billion annually. In recent years, both Congress and the administration have resisted hiking fuel taxes in the face of rising energy costs.

The group also suggests assessing a $10 fee per container on cargo shipped through U.S. ports, to raise an estimated $600 million in fiscal 2010.

Other recommended revenue raisers include a national vehicle sales tax of 1 percent, to raise $9 billion in 2010, and a 1 percent sales tax on motor fuels, to raise between $4.7 billion and $7.6 billion annually. 

Another revenue suggestion would be to assess an annual fee on the miles a vehicle travels, based on the collection of odometer readings at state inspections. A 1 cent per mile fee would raise $32.4 billion, the group estimates. Charging truckers a tax based on the tons of freight carried by mile would generate an estimated $42.8 billion in 2010. 

Horsley also advocated tax credit bonds, similar to an idea proposed more than a year ago by Sens. Ron Wyden , D-Ore., and John Thune , R-S.D. Their bill (S 2021) would provide $50 billion in new transportation infrastructure funding through bonding to help states and local governments complete significant infrastructure projects.


Mark your calendar and save the date!

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

and Frankfort Convention Center


Key sponsorships are available for this high-profile event. 
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