TESTIMONY OF STEVE HEMINGER

MEMBER, NATIONAL SURFACE TRANSPORTATION POLICY

AND REVENUE STUDY COMMISSION

BEFORE THE

SUBCOMMITTEE ON SURFACE TRANSPORTATION

AND MERCHANT MARINE INFRASTRUCTURE, SAFETY AND SECURITY

COMMITTEE ON COMMERCE, SCIENCE AND TRANSPORTATION

UNITED STATES SENATE

APRIL 28, 2009

Chairman Lautenberg, Ranking Member Thune, and members of the committee.   My name is Steve Heminger, and I am executive director of the Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC).  MTC is the metropolitan planning organization for the nine-county San Francisco Bay Area.  It allocates more than $1 billion per year in funding for the operation, maintenance, and expansion of the region’s surface transportation network.  MTC also serves as the Bay Area Toll Authority (BATA) responsible for administering all toll revenue from the seven state-owned bridges that span the Bay.  BATA has a “AA” credit rating and has issued over $5 billion in toll revenue bonds to finance bridge, highway, and transit construction projects.


I was appointed to the National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Study Commission by House Speaker Nancy Pelosi.  It was a rare privilege to serve on that commission, just as it is a distinct honor to appear before this committee today to discuss our commission’s findings and recommendations.  In my brief testimony, I would like to summarize our two years’ worth of work in a format that is familiar to all of us from school days: the 3 R’s.  Our blueprint for the nation’s future transportation policy is comprised of three key elements: reform, restructuring, and reinvestment.

1.  Reform


Our commission’s fundamental finding is this: the federal surface transportation program should not be reauthorized in its current form.  Instead, we should make a new beginning.  We must reform how the nation upgrades and expands its transportation network, from how we pick the projects in the planning process to how we build them in the field.  Federal investment should be guided by a national surface transportation strategic plan that employs benefit cost-analysis and performance-based outcomes, just as 
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in the private sector.  In particular, we believe the nation should set ambitious and achievable performance goals for our surface transportation system, such as cutting traffic fatalities in half by 2025 or reducing urban traffic congestion by 20% from today’s levels over the same period of time.

Another aspect of our reform agenda is shortening the time to complete environmental reviews, in conjunction with other measures that speed the design and construction of new highway, transit, and freight capacity.  In an era when – until the recent recession – steel and concrete prices were rising at 7-10 percent annually, we can no longer afford to wait a decade or more to move transportation projects from concept to completion (see Exhibit 1).
For example, last September a new replacement Interstate 35W bridge was opened for traffic in downtown Minneapolis only 13 months after the tragic collapse of its predecessor span.  This stands in stark contrast to the 13 years that the average major highway project takes to advance from project initiation to completion, according to the Federal Highway Administration.  If Minnesota can do it, so can the rest of the nation.
2.  Restructuring


There are 108 separate categorical surface transportation programs in current federal law.  It is safe to say that any agency of government with more than 100 priorities really has none at all.  Our commission report – Transportation for Tomorrow – recommends replacing this plethora of programs with 10 new initiatives to guide federal investment in areas of genuine national interest such as: upgrading the nation’s roads, bridges, and transit systems to a state of good repair; improving our global gateways and 
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national goods movement system to ensure U.S. international competitiveness; and restoring mobility in congested metropolitan areas of greater than 1 million population that will be the engines of our economic recovery and prosperity (see Exhibit 2).  We also propose to restructure the U.S. Department of Transportation so it can better accomplish this streamlined mission.
3.  Reinvestment


Transportation for Tomorrow estimates that the U.S. needs to invest at least $225 billion annually for the next 50 years to repair our existing transportation network and to build the more advanced facilities we will require to remain competitive in a global economy (see Exhibit 3).  We are spending less than 40% of this amount today.  To boost investment, we will need to raise new revenue from the private sector as well as all levels of government – federal, state, and local.  The additional public funding should come primarily from users of the transportation system who will benefit the most from its improvement, whether in the form of higher fuel taxes and truck weight charges or a new fee on passenger rail tickets and container cargo.  While no one likes higher taxes or fees, if we want a better transportation system we are going to have to pay for it.  There is no free lunch.


When we released our commission report in January 2008, we called on the country to “create and sustain the preeminent surface transportation system in the world.”  Since that time, members of the commission have testified numerous times before committees of both houses of Congress and have made presentations to dozens of industry, civic, and community groups throughout the nation.  Our call for a 
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comprehensive overhaul of federal surface transportation policy has resonated strongly with many key stakeholders and decision-makers.


By 2050, the total U.S. population is projected to reach 420 million, a 50% increase from the year 2000.  This growing society will demand higher levels of goods and services, and will rely on the transportation system to obtain them.  If history is any guide, this will cause travel to grow at an even faster rate than population itself.  As part of an increasingly integrated global economy, the U.S. will see greater pressures on its international gateways and domestic freight distribution network to deliver products to where they are needed.  In short, the nation is faced with a massive increase in passenger and freight travel in the years to come.  And we must accommodate this future travel demand in far more sustainable ways than we have in the past, such as through increased reliance on urban and intercity passenger rail.

Faced with these daunting challenges, federal surface transportation policy has reached a crossroads.  Will it continue to function as it has since the substantial completion of the Interstate Highway System in the late 1980s, essentially as a block grant program with little accountability for specific outcomes and burdened by widespread congressional earmarking?  Or will it advance concerted actions to confront the transportation challenges facing the nation as a whole?  My commission colleagues and I urge you to blaze a new path toward a more robust federal program refocused to protect our national security, enhance our international competitiveness, and safeguard our enviable quality of life.
