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Congressional Action on Stimulus Not Likely Until January

Congress is back in Washington this week to negotiate an aid plan for the domestic automobile industry.  The outcome is important to Kentucky as the third largest automotive-related employer in the nation.  However, in spite of a deteriorating economy and the declaration last week by the National Bureau of Economic Research that the nation has been in a recession for a year, an economic stimulus bill to put the nation back to work is expected to be postponed until the 111th Congress is seated in January. 

President-Elect Obama and the Congressional Majority have declared rebuilding the nation’s infrastructure a priority and a sure way to create jobs to restart the economy.  Congressional leaders have indicated help is on the way via an economic stimulus package -- including major funding for infrastructure -- ready for Obama to sign shortly after he takes office on January 20.  Obama has said he wants a stimulus that would go into effect immediately and longer range effort that would pay out over the next two years.

Rep. Jim Oberstar, chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, in a statement last week, said his committee has readied legislation to make $45 billion available to states for highways, aviation, maritime and water-sewer projects.  This is nearly double the infrastructure dollars in the economic stimulus bill passed by the House in September.  The bill (HR 7110) would have sent $316.6 million to Kentucky -- including highways, $199.4 million; transit capital, $26.2 million; transit energy, $9.2 million; and wastewater programs, $81.7 million.

The Oberstar plan reportedly would have no congressional earmarks.  Based on the previously passed House bill, eligible projects would already have all necessary permits and engineering completed, and bidding and construction would begin within 120 days.  A state’s funds not obligated within 180 days would be redistributed.  
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31st Annual Kentucky Transportation Conference
Vision, Opportunity, Transportation

Wednesday - Friday, January 21-23, 2009 

The conference will feature an up-to-the-minute discussion of the nation’s and Kentucky’s transportation and energy situations with state and national speakers.  The conference will provide information local and regional leaders need to know to plan for the future.  Information on the conference is at 

http://www.kbtnet.org/inner.iml?mdl=conference.mdl
If the infrastructure funding in the new Oberstar proposal simply increases the categories proportionally and maintains the same distribution formula, Kentucky’s share would be about $600 million -- highways, $375 million; transit, $67 million; and water-sewer, $153 million.  

Based on USDOT job estimates for highways (35,000 jobs are supported by every $1.25 billion invested), Kentucky’s $528 million in highway and water-sewer work should generate nearly 15,000 jobs.  The employment estimate includes direct, supporting, and induced positions, defined as:

▪
Construction oriented -- all jobs that are created either by the construction firms that work directly on the project or by the firms that provide direct inputs to the construction project;

▪
Supporting industries -- jobs in firms that provide inputs to the industries that directly provide materials and equipment used in highway construction; and

▪
Induced -- jobs supported by consumer expenditures resulting from wages to ‘construction oriented’ and ‘supporting industries’ employment.

New Survey Shows States Have $64 Billion in “Ready to Go” Projects

The states now have more than 5,000 "ready-to-go" projects worth $64 billion, according to a new, just-released survey by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials.  Kentucky has 50 highway projects in the survey with an estimated cost of $400 million.
The projects are considered "ready to go" because they could be under contract within 180 days, supporting an estimated 1.8 million American jobs, if the funding were made available.  

"Right now,” said AASHTO Executive Director John Horsley, “41 states are facing budget shortfalls and many of our state departments of transportation have had no choice but to delay critical projects that will fill potholes, enhance safety, and extend the lifespan of the nation's aging bridges.  This survey shows that state DOTs are ready to quickly put the economic stimulus dollars and people to work."
In a similar AASHTO survey conducted in January of this year, all 50 states and the District of Columbia responded, identifying approximately 3,000 projects worth $18 billion that could be under contract within 90 days.
Beshear: Funds Needed for Infrastructure, Medicaid, Unemployment
Gov. Steve Beshear was among 48 governors meeting in Philadelphia last week with President-Elect Barack Obama to discuss the country’s current economic crisis.  The Governors told Obama they have $136 billion in transportation and other infrastructure projects such as schools and water and sewer facilities in the planning stages, many of which could get underway within six months of the enactment of a stimulus bill. 
“Kentucky’s economy, like many states, is in recession,” said Beshear, emphasizing the need for increased assistance and support for those who are vulnerable.  He specifically requested: 

 Increased match rates for Medicaid to help states meet the needs of the increasing numbers of citizens eligible for healthcare services; 

Direct aid for state unemployment insurance programs in grant form; 

Funding for infrastructure projects that could be quickly started to generate work in the construction and road building industries; and

Direct federal fiscal relief for state governments to alleviate cuts to education and some social programs.
Beshear also reiterated the need for assistance for the domestic automobile industry, which he said employs nearly 82,000 Kentuckians, adding $5.6 billion to the commonwealth’s gross domestic product in 2006.

Rep. Henley Discusses Road Fund Shortfall

[Rep. Melvin B. Henley, Murray, recently posted this article on his website http://melvinhenley.com/.]

In another month, the General Assembly will convene in Frankfort, with the state’s growing budget woes front and center on our agenda. 

The General Fund shortfall now stands at an estimated $456 million, and could grow larger as the overall economic conditions continue to worsen.  This means serious consequences for a number of areas, including education, healthcare and human services, which together make up nearly 80 percent of the state budget. 

But we have another revenue shortfall that’s equally serious and carries its own set of problematic consequences.  The state Road Fund is running short by $105 million, which is 8 percent below the original estimates.  And the shortfall is growing by leaps and bounds, up from just $71 million in October. 

The deficit in the Road Fund, which is funded partly through the gas tax, is being driven by the overall economic turmoil, drivers’ cutbacks on discretionary travel in order to save on gas, and the rapid movement away from gas-guzzling SUVs and trucks. 

When there’s less money flowing to the Road Fund, there’s less money available for road construction and repair projects.  And that spells real trouble, at a time when many of Kentucky’s roads have fallen into their worst state of disrepair in two decades. 
The state Transportation Cabinet recently told a legislative committee that the interstate system in Kentucky has generally been on the decline for the last 20 years.  In 1987, over 98 percent of our interstates were rated as being in fair condition or better.  By 2007, it was down to 73 percent, an 8-point drop from the previous year, which represented the second largest decrease in two decades. 

The condition of Kentucky’s primary road system declined in 10 out of the past 13 years.  Since 1994, the percentage of primary roads in fair or better condition fell from 93 percent to 79 percent last year. The biggest drops in condition have occurred over the past two years. 

There’s a little bit of good news, though, especially for those of us who live in the state’s rural areas. About 91 percent of rural secondary roads are in fair condition or better, which is the highest point since 1988.  And 86 percent of the state’s parkway system is in fair condition or better, a dramatic 18-point improvement over 2006. 

Everyday, vehicles log about 115 million miles on Kentucky’s state-maintained road system.  These roads are crucial to jobs, commerce, and quality of life in Kentucky, and so their condition does matter. 

But it’s going to cost a lot of money to get the roads back in shape.  The Transportation Cabinet estimates that it needs at least $366 million per year to eliminate the backlog of current and future needs. And that’s including the cabinet’s plans to implement life-extending treatments for the pavement.  Without such treatments, the annual tab is more than $400 million. 

Right now, the state just doesn’t have the money.  We’ve got tough choices ahead.  And one of them involves the question of how badly we want to have good roads. 
I can be contacted through the Contact Page of my website at melvinhenley.com or by emailing me directly at melvin@melvinhenley.com.

Rutherford Urges Major Parkways Improvements Paid with Tolls
Pike County Judge/Executive Wayne T. Rutherford in a letter to Governor Beshear last week urged the extension of the Bert T. Combs Mountain Parkway from Salyersville to Prestonsburg and the widening of both the Mountain Parkway and the Hal Rogers/Daniel Boone Parkway to four lanes.  “Increasing the safety of these roads,” said Rutherford, “is of prime concern.  The Hal Rogers/Daniel Boone Parkway and the Mountain Parkway are among Kentucky’s most dangerous highways.”

Rutherford noted that road construction is a good way to create jobs to stimulate the ailing economy and proposed bonds for the construction which would be paid off with tolls.  

Rutherford says it is easier for Pike Countians to get to Charleston, WV than to Frankfort, in that there is a four-lane highway to Charleston and two-lanes most of the way to Frankfort.  
“Many of the four-lane highways in the Commonwealth,” said Rutherford, “serve areas which contribute merely a fraction of the revenue compared to that contributed by the mineral-rich lands of Eastern Kentucky.  This situation is unjust and imbalanced, especially considering that Eastern Kentucky is America’s Energy Capital.  Sadly, however, the situation is typical, considering that the people and the natural resources of Eastern Kentucky have, for years, been exploited for the benefit of other parts of Kentucky and the United States.”

The Bert T. Combs Parkway is four lanes from I-64 near Winchester to Campton and two lanes from Campton to Salyersville.  The Hal Rogers Parkway extends from London to KY 15 near Hazard. 
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