Comments on the Interim Report of the National Surface Transportation Infrastructure Financing Commission (the Commission), “The Path Forward: Funding and Financing Our Surface Transportation System”

The National Transportation Policy Project (NTPP) of the Bipartisan Policy Center would like to comment on two specific observations made by the Commission in their interim report, and then offer some suggestions for possible issues to watch out for in pursuit of these principles.  The first principle is that we need not only more investment in the Nation’s surface transportation system, but also more intelligent investment and better system operations.  The second is that more direct user charges should be explored. 

At the core of the work that NTPP has undertaken is the principle articulated by the Commission, “. . . that greater investment must be accompanied by wiser investment.”   While we do not anticipate that NTPP will focus its work on the financing and funding issues which are central to the Commission’s mission, we are focused on the need for a new vision or paradigm for national transportation policy, on a definition of new, more relevant goals for national transportation policy, and a description of the role that the Federal government should play in achieving those goals.


To that end, NTPP is focused on the linkages between transportation, the economy, energy security, and climate change.  We support the Commission’s call for consideration of new approaches and adoption of  new technologies “. . . to increase the monies available for maintenance and improvement, reduce system costs, maximize use of the system’s current capacity, and reduce negative environmental effects including greenhouse gas emissions and other pollutants.”


It is essential that funding be related to a true national vision.  Without a national vision, related to the economic, social, and environmental realities of the 21st Century, there can be no justification for an increase in transportation funding at the Federal level.  While we recognize that it is beyond the scope of the Commission to outline this national vision, we believe that in outlining financing and funding mechanisms the Commission must inevitably address vision and goals.  Otherwise, Commission recommendations with respect to financing will be lacking purpose.

We agree that transportation is not an end to itself: it is an enabler of economic growth, productivity and competitiveness.  Moreover, in the context of the increasingly fragile sources of oil, on which the transportation sector is almost totally dependent, and of the catastrophic risks of global climate change, transportation policy (including the means of financing and funding transportation infrastructure investments) must move in new directions.  This requires, as the Commission has noted, that we use funding approaches and technologies to enhance and operate an integrated system, to promote safer and less congested travel, and to improve environmental outcomes.


While NTPP is in the early stages of its research and policy development, we have articulated the view that the delineation of the goals of national transportation policy and the definition of the Federal role should include principles of accountability in performance and outcomes.   Those goals and performance outcomes should drive necessary policy and programmatic reforms in transportation.  As the Commission has suggested, the funding system should support performance objectives.  We concur that improving system performance does not currently receive adequate emphasis in transportation funding decisions and that, “by funding transportation modes separately, the current approach does not do as much as it could to support system-wide solutions regardless of mode or intermodal status.”


Finally, we agree that the transportation system should bear the full energy and environmental costs associated with its use.  In the words of Sir Rod Eddington in his report to the U.K.’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, it is essential that we “get the prices right” in the transportation sector.  There is, as the Commission noted in its interim report, a weak link between driving and fees paid, and this detracts from the efficient use of the system.  Moreover, pricing the transportation system correctly will, we believe, contribute to better investment and operational decisions.

In following these overall principles, the Commission should build upon its interim report while keeping in mind the following:

· Be wary of a strong emphasis on congestion and delay.  Although congestion is certainly a problem, the goal of federal funding should not be congestion reduction, but fostering economic growth through a functioning transportation system.  Fixing congestion sounds good politically, but it is unrealistic and self-defeating as a goal.  In reality some level of congestion is healthy for society from an economic standpoint.

· Establish the federal role in encouraging tolling or congestion pricing.  It is unlikely that the Commission would recommend a federal tolling agency, and thus movement towards tolling and away from fuel taxes implies devolution of the federal program.  The Commission should avoid the trap of simply recommending tolling and be sure to specify the role of the federal government if this is to be a replacement source of revenue.

· Provide clear direction for rural investment.  The Commission does not clearly articulate why rural transportation investments are important, or how they plan to address them.  The infrastructure that moves people and goods between metropolitan areas is probably better thought of as part of the national connecting systems, rather than rural infrastructure.  Rural infrastructure is what allows rural passenger and goods movement, and if there is a federal role for that, it should be clearly defined and explained.

· A mode is not an end, but rather a means to an end.  The Commission implies that all modes deserve equal treatment, but all modes are not created equal.  The “needs” of a given mode are often difficult to discern due to the entrenched interests that advocate for each mode.  The Commission might consider taking an alternative approach that funds transportation based on return on investment, independent of mode.

· Private sector participation is not the only route to direct user charges.  The Commission implies that private sector provision of infrastructure allocates need properly and cost-effectively whereas the public sector cannot.  However, there have been several cases where private roads failed to recoup their investments.  Moreover, the public sector has proven capable of pricing infrastructure appropriately if provided the proper policy tools.
