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U.S. Department of Transportation 
National Surface Transportation Infrastructure Financing Commission

Meeting Summary June 20, 2007
The National Surface Transportation Infrastructure Financing Commission convened for its second meeting at 9:30 A.M. on June 20, 2007, at the U.S. Department of Transportation, 1200 New Jersey Avenue SE, Washington DC 20590.  

In accordance with the provisions of Public Law 93-463, the meeting was open to the public from 9:30 A.M. to 5:00 P.M.

Commissioners present for all or portions of the meeting were:
Mr. Martin Shultz

Mr. Adrian Moore

Ms. Kathy Ruffalo-Farnsworth

Mr. Elliott Sander

Mr. Dana Levenson

Mr. Brian Grote

Mr. Geoffrey Yarema

Mr. Mark Florian

Mr. Don Carmody

Staff of the National Surface Transportation Infrastructure Financing Commission (“the Commission”) present for all or portions of the meeting were: 
Mr. Jack Wells

Mr. Jayme Blakesley

Ms. Shauna Coleman

Mr. Robert Mariner

Ms. Carolyn Edwards

Call to Order by Designated Federal Official 
Jack Wells, DOT’s Chief Economist, welcomed the Commission and discussed administrative matters.  

Presentation on Long-term Revenues into and Expenditures from the Highway Trust Fund   
Mr. Gary Maring of Cambridge Systematics and Mr. Jack Basso of the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) made presentations on long-term revenues into and expenditures from the Highway Trust Fund.  The presentation included a brief discussion of financing options, and one commissioner said it would be useful to have a more comprehensive discussion of VMT (Vehicle-miles traveled)-based user charges, such as what Oregon is considering.
Presentation on Freight Railroad Finance 
Mr. James A. Hixon of Norfolk Southern Corporation made a presentation on freight railroad finance.  
Presentation on Financing of Transit Infrastructure
Mr. Richard Steinmann of the Federal Transit Administration made a presentation on the financing of transit infrastructure.   
Election of Chairperson 
Mr. Wells asked whether the Commissioners were ready to proceed with the election of the chair.  The Commissioners agreed to consider a majority to be a quorum and, a quorum being present, agreed to proceed.  The Commissioners discussed the type of leadership structure they would like to have for the Commission.  The Commissioners agreed that there should be a Vice Chairperson in the event the Chairperson is unable to attend a meeting.  

Commissioners Atkinson and Shultz offered to be nominated as chair.   Each candidate gave a brief presentation to the Commission that set forth what he thought he could contribute as Chairperson of the Commission.  Commissioner Shultz stated that he could play a useful role as Chairperson of the Commission because: (1) he is not in the transportation business, (2) he is interested in transportation, (3) he can make it to all the meetings, (4) he is unwilling to shoulder the entire burden and believes that each member needs to contribute and discuss major policy issues.   Commission Atkinson stated that his background is more in the policy realm as opposed to the legislative or transportation realm.   He believes that transportation policy often is captured by insiders and people with vested interests who cannot offer objective, balanced arguments.  He hopes this Commission bases everything it does on realistic, carefully prepared analysis rather than hope.  Commissioner Atkinson also thinks the Commission can do something bold and radical as opposed to something incremental. 

The Commissioners agreed that the vote should be open and, after a vote of four to three (Atkinson and Shultz not voting), Mr. Wells declared Commissioner Atkinson as the Chairperson of the Commission and Commissioner Shultz as Vice Chairperson.  Mr. Wells turned the meeting over to Chairperson Atkinson.  
Discussion of Issues Related to Scope, Goals, Needs, and Vision 

Chairperson Atkinson stated that the Commission needed to resolve the following issues: (1) the scope of infrastructure finance issues that should be addressed in the report, (2) what kind of system we should have and what goals we should pursue for that system, (3) how needs should be defined, including the relative roles of supply expansion and demand reduction, and (4) whether the Commission wants to do something that is political feasible or something that is radical and visionary.  
Scope 

Chairperson Atkinson suggested that the Commission start with the statute to determine the scope of the funding issues the report should discuss.  The Commission requested that the staff provide the Commission with the charter and include that in every pre-meeting packet.  Chairperson Atkinson stated that the statute focuses on the highway trust fund and highway and transit needs and asked the Commissioners whether this should extend to rail, ports, and airports.  Some Commissioners suggested that airports are beyond the scope of the statutory mandate.  Most Commissioners thought that freight rail was relevant to the extent that it affects the demand for highway infrastructure.  Some Commissioners suggested that maritime ports were relevant only to the extent that they affect the land side infrastructure of ports.  Chairperson Atkinson suggested that intercity passenger rail, such as Amtrak, was outside the scope of the statute.  Other Commissioners suggested that the report should include passenger rail insofar as it affected commuter rail, but not get into how to finance Amtrak.  Chairperson Atkinson determined that the consensus of the Commission was that the statute required the report to include transit, highway, freight rail and the effects of commuter rail.  

National Goals

Chairperson Atkinson asked the Commissioners to discuss what national goals the report should address.    

Some Commissioners suggested that the goals of the Texas Department of Transportation -- reducing congestion, enhancing safety, increasing economic opportunity, improving air quality, and increasing the value of transportation assets -- have been effective at driving decision making.  The Commission asked the staff to invite the commissioner of the Texas Department of Transportation to be a presenter at a Commission meeting.  One Commissioner suggested that the national goal of the report should be to create a transportation system that is sustainable, safe, efficient, and ethical (including air pollution and other environmental effects as well as equity effects).  The Commission generally thought that these two sets of goals were roughly equivalent, with the concept of efficiency encompassing reducing congestion and increasing economic opportunity, and sustainability encompassing increasing the value of assets.  Chairperson Atkinson asked the Commission to determine the scope of (1) an ethical transportation system, (2) an efficient transportation system, and (3) an equitable transportation system.  On the issue of sustainability, one Commissioner asked the staff if we had any data on the costs of deferring investments in the highway system.
Some Commissioners suggested that the Commission reach a consensus on the time frame they should consider when discussing national goals.  One Commissioner suggested that the farther out the report goes with revenue estimates, the worse the estimates will be, and recommended that they discuss a more realistic time frame.  One Commissioner suggested that the traditional time horizon is some time between 15 and 25 years.  The Commission agreed that they should discuss solutions to address needs for the next 25 years.
Needs
Chairperson Atkinson asked whether the report should discuss transportation needs.  One Commissioner suggested that the report should describe transportation needs, because financing methods cannot be determined unless we know what needs have to be financed.   Another Commissioner suggested that the Commission had to decide what the need level is, but that it did not have to get into “need” too much because that is more the other Commission’s mission.  The Commission asked the staff to produce a draft statement of needs that would give the Commission a number or range of numbers from which to begin the financing discussion.  The Commission agreed that there should be a balance between supply expansion and demand management.
Vision and Boldness
The Commission noted that the Secretary had asked the Commission to be bold and visionary.  They also agreed that a report that had been watered down in deference to political feasibility would probably be ignored.
Discussion of Infrastructure Funding Principles and Major Issues 
Chairperson Atkinson suggested that to achieve the goals, the Commission needs to articulate flexible funding principles that can be implemented and incorporated into funding mechanisms.  The Commissioners determined that the following would be an appropriate list of funding principles: (1) economic efficiency (including accounting for externalities), (2) revenue generation, (3) political feasibility, (4) cost effectiveness, and (5) technical feasibility. 
Chairperson Atkinson suggested that the Commission focus on three major issues:  (1) the use of pricing as a mechanism by which to raise money; (2) the role of public v. private finance; and (3) what is the Federal role in driving this system of finance.  Chairperson Atkinson proposed that the Commission needed more information before addressing the substance of these issues.  The Commission decided to reserve the morning of the next meeting to going over presentations that address these issues. 

Discussion of Elements of Individual Chapters
Chairperson Atkinson then reviewed the chapters in the draft report outline that had been developed by Commissioners Grote, Yarema, and Atkinson (attached).  He suggested that the staff begin work on a draft of Chapter 1 (Background).
The Commission agreed that Chapter 2 should include a discussion of why the current problems with the Highway Trust Fund did not develop earlier, and why they have developed now.  This chapter should include a discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of the Highway Trust Fund as it is currently structured.  It should address the question, for example, of the extent to which the Highway Trust Fund includes cross-subsidies among different categories of highway users.  It should also include a discussion of how other countries finance their highway and transit systems.

Chairperson Atkinson suggested combining Chapters 3 and 4 (Surface Transportation Infrastructure Needs and Implications of Trying to Meet Needs with Existing Sources).  One Commissioner suggested that this combined chapter should include a discussion of what would be a “completely defensible” set of needs for highway and transit infrastructure, and how much fuel taxes would need to be raised to generate the revenue required to fund that set of needs.  If such an increase in the fuel tax were not considered politically feasible, the chapter should discuss what other financing options might be considered.
Chapter 5 (Funding Principles and Evaluation Criteria) should include a discussion of basic public finance principles for infrastructure financing, including whether the revenue sources for infrastructure financing should be walled off into a trust fund.  The chapter should address the question of whether transportation infrastructure expenditures should have to compete for funding with other public sector demands, or whether they should be insulated from such competition in a trust fund.  The chapter should also include a discussion of how the performance of highways should be evaluated, and the possible use of performance contracting.

Chapter 6 (Funding Options for Addressing Needs) should include a discussion of highway pricing and vehicle-miles-traveled (VMT) charges, public vs. private finance, and federal vs. state funding responsibility.

Speakers at Future Commission Meetings

The Commission then had a discussion of possible speakers for future Commission meetings.  They agreed that they would like to have a set of speakers to discuss the criteria that should be applied in choosing among different types of infrastructure financing systems.  They would also like a set of speakers to discuss the technology and practical aspects of implementing new financing systems, such as VMT-based user charges.  They would also like a set of speakers representing state DOTs and MPOs who could provide the perspectives of practical policymakers considering adopting such financing systems.  There was also some interest in hearing speakers representing other stakeholders, such as carriers, ports, and shippers.  There was also some interest in hearing about how the decisionmaking process for investments in new transportation infrastructure works now.  Chairperson Atkinson asked Commissioners Moore and Yarema to assist him in identifying appropriate speakers.  Chairperson Atkinson also asked Commissioner Moore to prepare a draft of the first part of Chapter 2 (on Key Problems and Strengths of our Current Transportation Infrastructure Financing System).
The Commission agreed that their next meeting would be during the first or second week of September, that they would try to meet in the middle of the week, and that they would adopt a normal meeting schedule of 8:00 am to 4:00 pm.

The meeting adjourned at 5:00 P.M.

I hereby certify that, to the best of my knowledge, the foregoing minutes are accurate and complete.
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