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Chairman Olver, Ranking Member Knollenberg, 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 ratings 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 describe four of the ten new federal surface transportation programs which we propose to replace the 108 different spending categories in current law.  These four new programs meet the rigorous test we developed for a new beginning in U.S. surface transportation policy: that the federal investment strategy should be performance-driven, outcome-based, generally mode-neutral, and refocused to pursue objectives of genuine national interest.

1.  Congestion Relief


The first of these new federal investment programs has the working title of Metropolitan Mobility.   In simple terms, it is designed to decongest our major urban areas.    The Census Bureau tells us to expect 120 million more fellow citizens by the year 2050.  From a transportation point of view, that kind of growth wouldn’t be too tough to handle if it were spread across our vast country.  But it won’t be.  Most of these new Americans will live where most of today’s Americans already live: in metropolitan areas.  These urban centers are the economic engines of the nation, and they are bound to become even more vital as America’s population continues to urbanize and cluster near large cities.


In our commission report, Transportation for Tomorrow, we have focused on major metropolitan areas with more than 1 million residents (see Exhibit 1).  These 50 or so areas account for about 60% of the nation’s population and GDP – that’s impressive enough.  But these same areas capture an astonishing 90% of national market share for three key transportation indicators: traffic congestion, transit ridership, and population exposure to auto-related air pollution (see Exhibit 2).  In a nutshell, these major metros are where the action is.


In 1982, only Los Angeles experienced congestion levels that exceeded 40 hours per year for the average commuter.  Today, that level of traffic delay has spread to nearly 30 urban areas across the country.  We think the nation should set ambitious targets to reduce traffic congestion in these areas – not just slow the rate of increase.  In order to do so, metropolitan officials will need more resources.  But they will need more authority as well – to implement market-based strategies like congestion pricing to help unclog some of our key commute and freight corridors.  And with the added resources and authority should come accountability – to meet the mobility targets they set.  That’s what our commission report means when we say “performance-based” and “outcome-driven”.  We believe it’s time to stop complaining about traffic congestion, and start doing something about it.  As former Transportation Secretary and former Congressman Norm Mineta has said: “Congestion is not a fact of life.”

2.  Saving Lives


Put bluntly, our track record on highway safety in America is a national tragedy.  Every year 40,000 of our fellow citizens die on the nation’s highways – that’s equivalent to a 9/11 every month, month after month, year after year (see Exhibit 3).  In addition to the horrible human cost, the economic consequences are enormous.  According to a study released just last month by the American Automobile Association, the annual cost of traffic crashes in lost earnings, medical bills, and other economic impacts is nearly two and a half times the annual cost of traffic congestion in the nation’s urban areas -- $164 billion for traffic crashes vs. $68 billion for congestion.


We constantly hear federal officials claim that safety is Job #1, and the current transportation act is even named SAFETEA, yet the carnage continues.  With the exception of many rural roads that need to be upgraded, our highways themselves are pretty safe – it’s the drivers who are dangerous.  Driver behavior is where we need to devote much more attention than we have in the past, just as countries very similar to ours – like Great Britain and Australia – have done so and achieved much lower fatality rates than our own (see Exhibit 4).


Every state should have a primary seat belt law, but only half do.  Every state should have a motorcycle helmet law, but only 20 do.  Every state should have an ignition interlock law that prevents repeat drunk drivers from starting their car if they’re not sober, but less than a handful do.  And once those laws are passed, they need to be vigorously enforced to ensure compliance.


Our commission report proposes an aggressive but achievable goal of cutting traffic fatalities in half by 2025.  We can reach that goal, but only if the combined might and muscle of our federal, state, and local governments are brought to bear.  If we do reach that goal, it would mean 20,000 more Americans every year would be able to tell their loved ones about their drive home from work each day.

3.  Environmental Stewardship


When it comes to environmental protection and enhancement, the federal surface transportation program is living in the worst of both worlds: too much process and too few results.  On the process side, the Federal Highway Administration reports that the average time to complete an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for a federally-funded highway project is about five years (see Exhibit 5).  Perversely, it can take even longer for environmentally friendly rail extensions to run the gauntlet of the federal New Starts program overseen by the Federal Transit Administration (see Exhibit 6).  The process is clearly taking too long.  And with construction inflation running at 7-10% per year, it is costing us a boatload of money.


On the results side, the nation’s air quality in terms of criteria pollutants like ozone and particulate matter has improved, but it’s been due almost entirely to technology advances in motor vehicles and the fuels they use.  The transportation network itself and how we use it has not become more sustainable.  In addition, greenhouse gas emissions have not been declining – they have been increasing – and the transportation sector is the fastest growing and will soon be the largest source of these climate-changing emissions in the United States.  While this Congress is to be commended for raising CAFÉ standards for the first time in decades last session, much more will need to be done in the transportation arena to confront the challenge of global warming.


In reforming and streamlining the transportation project delivery process, our commission believes we can actually have our cake and eat it, too.  We fully support maintaining all the relevant environmental standards and objectives that govern how and where we build transportation projects.  But our report also contains a series of detailed recommendations for complying with those standards and objectives in ways that are both faster and smarter.  For example, in addition to the delays associated with completing an EIS under the National Environmental Policy Act, transportation projects often are held up pending permit approvals from federal regulatory agencies.  Permits can languish for months on the desk of federal officials, and it is not uncommon for federal agencies to disagree with one another in exercising their independent oversight responsibilities.  Our report recommends setting strict time limits for review of permit applications; using federal transportation funds to pay for increased regulatory staffing levels to speed reviews and comply with time limits; and establishing a Cabinet-level reconciliation process to which the U.S. Department of Transportation can appeal adverse decisions.


We also recommend a new federal investment program called Environmental Stewardship.  This program would consolidate several existing funding categories such as Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality and Transportation Enhancements, but it would differ in two significant respects.  First, the program would represent a larger percentage of total funding in the federal surface transportation program (7% vs. 5% under current law) because of the importance we place on maximizing both the economic and environmental potential of the nation’s transportation system.  Second, similar to our other programmatic recommendations, this new environmental investment effort would focus on results – such as cleaning up the commercial and personal vehicles that cause the most pollution, and purchasing and protecting habitat and open space lands to accompany new highway capacity.

4.  Energy Security


Energy security has become a critical transportation issue.  The nation’s mobility is largely dependent on gasoline and diesel fuel, and the transportation sector accounts for two-thirds of U.S. petroleum use (see Exhibit 7).  The steeply rising cost and unreliable supply of oil puts great strains on American households and businesses, and the greenhouse gases emitted when oil products are refined and burned worsens global warming.  Federal transportation policy must work in tandem with energy policy to reduce reliance on petroleum fuels and promote research and development of alternatives.


In its 2004 report, the bi-partisan National Commission on Energy Policy recommended a doubling of federal funding for energy research and development.  According to the Energy Commission, federal spending on transportation-related energy research was $178 million in 2004.  Accordingly, our commission recommends that a distinct transportation energy research and development program be authorized in conjunction with ongoing research programs of the U.S. Department of Energy at the level of $200 million annually over the next decade.


While this use of federal fuel tax funds would be unprecedented, we think it’s an important step in demonstrating the strong linkage that must be forged between transportation and energy policy.  It is also a strategy that the public supports.  According to national polling conducted by the New York Times and CBS News last year, 64% of Americans would be willing to pay higher gas taxes if the money was used for research into renewable energy sources and the investment would reduce the United States’ dependence on foreign sources of oil (see Exhibit 8).

*      *     *     *


Again, I appreciate the opportunity to testify before the committee.  My commission colleagues and I feel a great sense of urgency in the message we convey to you today about the worsening condition of the nation’s transportation infrastructure.  The inefficiencies and underinvestment that plague the nation’s transportation network aren’t just about concrete, asphalt, and steel.  They jeopardize our national security, damage our ability to compete in a global economy, and harm our enviable quality of life.  We simply cannot afford to pass this problem onto the next generation.  The time to act is now.
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