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Short Term Directions for Transportation Finance

Thank you Congressman Oberstar for your leadership on transportation issues, to Bob Johns/staff for organizing a terrific forum, and to fellow attendees for a lively discussion.  This is very timely.  There are other efforts underway that this discussion will help to inform.

● Proposal for a study commission in pending legislation;

● A Transportation Research Board report; and

● A TRB discussion in June on options for financing transportation. 

I want to note one item from Steve Lockwood’s remarks last night – 20 years is more than short term.  We need to be thinking in terms of 5 - 10 years at the most.  It is politically impossible to not act on giving the public better choices for 20 years.
I am going to come at this issue of short term financing from a different perspective than the other presenters.  Before I offer a few ideas about how, I want to take a few minutes to talk about why, because I believe this is important for getting to how.

I. A lot of money is being raised at the local level for transportation 



● Roughly $55 Billion last November
● Of the new revenue, the focus was on balanced programs and providing choices (Denver exclusively for transit)
● The results represent a strong commitment to keeping current services
● One lesson is that people had a vision of what they were being asked to pay for


- Continuation of existing services, clear sense of what new investment would buy

- Voters had a comfort level with the providers who would be in charge of the money
II. What is going on?

● Local initiatives present a clear Vision that people understand

● There is little sense of a federal purpose – the discussion needs to be about more than congestion, safety and jobs from the provider’s perspective.
● Too much focus on insider’s perspective.  
· We hear same arguments, for the same product line 

● There is no conversation with the public about what they are willing to pay for.
· Lesson - Local initiatives include a balanced mix of investments
● Very little refocusing of what they are selling, what is the message, who are you trying to get support from – we are pushing a mature product line with few ideas about how to address the current situation let alone the future.
· Local initiatives clear on what you are asking people to buy
● Constituency is far too narrow to gain the level of support ad urgency to increase revenues

· No real effort to build a diverse base

●At the state level – 
· no longer propping up transportation funds with general revenue – the opposite is happening - raiding transportation funds for other programs
· with no new revenue – increasing the amount of debt – up 3X in decade – traditional and GARVEE bonds [too much borrowing = short term fix with long term consequences] 

· Several states have so much debt to manage they are on the verge of not being able to match their federal funds
● Alternatives include loosening up of toll requirements
· This is a complicated issue 
· Is the purpose to raise money or manage demand through congestion pricing? 
· How will revenues be used? 
· Who decides how much to charge?
· Tolls are a tough sell tough in environment with rising gas prices
· Private sector interest fine – but how will the toll revenues be used? Who will decide? Will transit be eligible?

· What is the impact on other public costs if private interests depend on development to increase toll revenues? Who pays for the schools, other roads, water/sewer, parks, and emergency services?
· What is the impact of the increased cost of travel on demand? Do we understand? The current increases in transit ridership could give us a sense of what might happen.  Pasadena Gold Line ridership up >10% in 1 month[ Feb. – March]
● Latest twist – turn over to the private sector by leasing or selling public assets. Examples include: Chicago Skyway.  The idea is being floated for the New York State Thruway and the NJ toll roads


· Turning the public’s assets over to private operators could take out the federal rules that are perceived to increase costs and slow down projects, and get the public out of the way.  What would this do to the planning process?  It may be optimistic to think that the public would be willing to pay the added travel costs when they have been cut out of the process. 
● But where is the recognition of the cost implications of transportation investment
· We are exporting billions of dollars to oil countries as a result of the increase in gas prices
· Health costs impacts resulting from transportation related air pollution, 

· Erosion of urban tax bases from sprawling development patterns

· The impact of the cost of transportation on families 
· how do we address the housing link?
It seems we are caught in a vise – rising gas prices > less driving > less revenue – with no way to get out of our predicament.
III. So what do we do about this?  
● It is urgent that we build the public’s confidence and trust to get their support to increase the revenue stream for transportation
● Several hallmarks for federal structure that will help to assure the public that their desire for greater choices can be met
● Maximize flexibility of federal revenues – don’t lock up money in programs limited to one mode.
● Make planning for all parts of a system matter – this gets at my comment last night about the product line we are selling – the public wants something different from what is being provided to them – until they believe they will get what they want their support will be hard to secure.
● Allocate greater responsibility for funding decisions to metro areas by increasing the share of federal funds they decide how to allocate



● Shift priorities to match today’s interests not 30 years ago 

● Invest a greater share of funds in transit, ped/bike, rail freight infrastructure, use transport funds to leverage other investment in our existing communities;


● Take advantage of provisions in law once it gets passed

· SRS – design guidelines for ‘complete streets’ to serve all users, planning pilots

IV. How we might build public support for transportation investment going forward and some ideas on how we might pay for transportation
· The program structure should reflect our values and our vision for our communities
· We need to think in terms of a ‘system’ rather than individual  ‘projects’ – using each mode for the appropriate trip type
· We will need a combination of revenue sources - user as well as broad based 
· Apply user fees for operations and maintenance of systems and services.  This includes tolls, vehicle mile fees, transit fares, fuel tax, etc. 

· Use broad based taxes for expansion of all modes. This includes sales and property taxes.


● Structure revenue sources to create incentives for trip choice

● Build in accountability and make everything transparent – there can be no black boxes [this is partly what got us where we are today – no one can understand how we fund transportation]


● Demand outcomes and performance indicators
· Adopt indicators that reflect what people care about rather than what transportation professionals tend to measure

· If we can do these things – I believe we can build support for more revenues – not all we would like but more than we have today.  We will create a better product mix and greater satisfaction with the transportation system.
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