Update on SAFETEA-LU From NSSGA

By

Joy Wilson

We’ll be issuing an association-wide update shortly, but a series of objections between the House and Senate resulted in a delay in the extension of SAFETEA-LU.  Both houses of Congress adjourned today without resolving conflicts relating to a distribution of a portion of the SAFETEA-LU extension funds to which Mr. Oberstar objected after the Senate passed their “clean extension” legislation – the Reid substitute to the Baucus-Grassley bipartisan jobs bill (which also included the same Senate language on distribution of SAFETEA-LU funds) – earlier this week.

Mr. Oberstar was joined by a number of House Democratic Members in voicing equity objections to a Senate distribution formula and consequently two other groups of House members voiced objections (the “Blue Dogs” objected to pay-go not being observed, and the Congressional Black Caucus objected because they want the full $150 billion in the December House-passed Jobs Bill).  The House and Senate were negotiating last evening and a resolution was anticipated, however negotiations were unable to conclude and so the negotiators felt another short-term extension would be needed to resolve the House and Senate differences.  Therefore the House passed a “clean 30-day extension” of the expiring laws including SAFETEA-LU.

Senator Jim Bunning (R-KY) who is not seeking re-election this fall, objected to last evening’s 30-day extension of SAFETEA-LU based on fiscal concerns (he wanted to fund $12 billion costs from the stimulus).  Democrats objected to his solution.

Please see the government affairs division summary below.  Chairman Oberstar reports he has agreement with Senator Majority Leader Reid.   Hopefully early next week the House will pass the $15 billion Senate bill, based on an agreement that none of the $900 million included in the SAFETEA-LU extension (an extension at the $42 billion level) will be spent until distribution formula agreement between House and Senate has been reached.
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NOTE TO GOVERNMENT AFFAIRS COMMITTEE:  (Pam Whitted)

Upon Oberstar’s official objection to the Senate distribution formula of less than $1 billion extension monies Wednesday, Feb. 24, (after Senate passage 70-28), over 20 Democrats in the House wrote a letter objecting to the Senate jobs bill. Unable to reach agreement on the extension, last evening the House by voice vote passed a 30-day extension of several programs including the Highway Trust Fund (HTF) at the low pro rata rate currently provided by the continuing resolution and sent it to the Senate.  Senator Bunning (R-Ken.) objected to moving the House-passed extension bill because he contends it would add to the deficit.  He wanted his amendment to cut $12 billion in unobligated stimulus funds to offset the cost of the bill.  Knowing that his amendment would not pass, he continued to object to a vote on the bill.  At 11:40 a.m. today the Senate adjourned for the week without taking action on legislation to provide an extension of the programs set to expire at midnight on Feb. 28. 

Accordingly, expenditure authority for the HTF will shut down at that time.  Expenditure authority for administrative expenses from the HTF does not expire until 24 hours after the rest of the expenditure authority from the trust fund, so staff furloughs at FHWA, FMCSA and NHTSA would not start until Tuesday morning, Mar. 2. Once furloughs take effect, staff will not be present to approve project funding from the general fund or new project funding under the stimulus law.  

The Senate goes back into session on Monday at 2:00 p.m. but is not expected to take any votes until after 12:15 p.m. on Tuesday afternoon unless Sen. Bunning changes his mind.  Senate rules allow him to extend the process for most of next week.  The earliest a cloture motion could be filed is Tuesday and it would not be ripe for a vote until Thursday or Friday.  

Meanwhile, action on the Senate extension stalled in the House due to opposition of House liberals who feel the bill is not large enough; conservative Democrats who oppose the bill because it violates pay-go rules; and House T & I Committee Chairman Jim Oberstar (D-Minn.) who objects to the way the Senate bill treats funding from certain accounts under the SAFETEA-LU law. The House could vote to pass the Senate bill without changes to solve the issue.  If changes are made, however, it must go back to the Senate for another week-long cloture process.

House T&I Committee Chairman Jim Oberstar said on a conference call today that he and Senate Majority Leader had reached agreement on moving the Senate jobs bill as is next week.  Oberstar received a commitment from Reid that no funds would be expended from the contested accounts until the problem of funds distribution is addressed in subsequent legislation.

The quickest way for the issue to be resolved is for the House to pass the Senate extension.  If action on the extension is completed early next week, the impact on the aggregates industry would negligible (more or less like a snow day to the Federal Highway Administration). 

NSSGA is continues to urge the quickest resolution and passage of an extension. We will continue to keep members advised of developments. 

The weekly ATM media sweep follows. 

Week of February 22 – 26

1. February 26: Senate jobs bill meets reluctance over distribution of highway funds from The Los Angeles Times
· The Senate jobs bill, passed this week in a rare bipartisan vote, is running into resistance in the House because it is too generous to California and a few other states, critics said. A bipartisan group of House members is complaining that the measure would steer more than half of a nearly $1-billion pot of highway money to California, Illinois, Louisiana and Washington state, while 22 states would receive nothing.

2. February 26: Washington Recovery Report: Stimulus to fund 23,500 projects this year from The Phoenix Business Times
· About 23,500 infrastructure projects funded by the economic stimulus bill will begin this year, according to a study by Onvia Inc., a Seattle company that tracks stimulus spending. These jobs will put $76 billion in the hands of contractors and create 480,000 construction jobs, according to Onvia. “Despite all the talk about the stimulus working, our research shows most of the funds have not left Washington, although they will in 2010,” said Onvia CEO Mike Pickett.

3. February 25: Tracking the stimulus: Some jobs cost more to create from USA Today
· Not all jobs are created equal. It cost more than $500,000 in stimulus funds to create a single highway construction job, largely because of building materials, a USA TODAY analysis of stimulus reports shows. Education aid and research funding are among the cheapest ways of creating or saving jobs at less than $60,000 each, the analysis shows. As the nation's jobless rate is at 9.7%, Congress is trying to find ways to pump up employment. The Senate passed a $15 billion jobs bill Wednesday that includes tax incentives for hiring and more money for highway construction. The bill goes to the House, which passed a larger jobs measure in December that included highway and education spending.

4. February 24: Editorial: Senate bill a good start at addressing unemployment from The Seattle Times
· The jobs bill passed Wednesday by the U.S. Senate offers a refreshingly focused and bipartisan blueprint for addressing unemployment. The vast majority of this tight bill is aimed at Main Street. The best way to create jobs is to help employers. The Senate's $15 billion measure gives companies a break from paying Social Security taxes on new employees for the remainder of 2010 and allows companies to write off equipment purchases. It also includes a one-year extension of the Highway Trust Fund and an expansion of the Build America Bonds program.

5. February 24: James Oberstar: House won't pass Senate jobs bill from Politico
· The chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee blasted the Senate jobs bill, saying the measure doesn’t have enough votes to pass the House. The Minnesotan said he wouldn’t mind if the stimulus section in the House bill got stripped, but he said he won’t stand for a change in funding formulas as it stands. He said that the Senate bill “does violence” by giving four states – including California and Illinois – almost all the extra federal highway funds. He asserted that 20 states would get no money if the Senate bill passes.

6. February 23: Will Private Toll Roads Help Get Us Where We Want to Go? From Triple Pundit
· Back in 2005, we looked at the role private toll roads can play in reducing traffic congestion—one of our nation’s largest contributors of greenhouse gas emissions—as well as fix struggling state budgets. Fast forward five years, and it seems like we’re still asking ourselves that same question: are private toll roads the answer to get us to a sustainable, more-efficient domestic infrastructure? You can answer that question, in part, simply by driving on any highway (privately-funded or otherwise) and reading any city newspaper. State budgets and traffic both remain equally-blinding headaches…And, many road improvement projects got underway—but not just the old-school, tax-based road construction. States across the country are either developing public-private partnerships or contracting private firms in order to finance roads. At the same time, developers are using new means of paying for those roads, such as high occupancy toll (HOT) lanes that change based on congestion and on the number of passengers in each vehicle. Even back in 2005, the New York Times reported that nearly half of all states had already passed legislation “allowing their transportation systems to operate pay-as-you-go roads, and in many cases, letting the private sector build and run these roads.”

7. February 23: Stimulus helps improve US infrastructure-Oberstar from Reuters
· More than half of the funds for transportation in the U.S. economic stimulus plan passed a year ago have now been obligated, and much of it is fixing the country's decaying infrastructure, the congressional committee overseeing the funds said on Tuesday. According to Rep. James Oberstar, the Minnesota Democrat who chairs the House of Representatives Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, 24,000 miles of roads are being improved and 1,100 bridge repairs made.

8. February 23: Stimulus Funds Support 12,000 Projects from The Journal of Commerce
· Stimulus funds for transportation infrastructure have so far paid to complete more than 3,000 construction projects around the United States and are now supporting three times that many under construction. Those numbers come from the latest oversight report from the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, based on data as of Dec. 31. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act set aside $64.1 billion for expenditures under the committee’s jurisdiction. The report said nearly 17,000 projects totaling $56 billion have already been identified.

9. February 23: Jobs Bill Keeps Highway Funding Extension from The Journal of Commerce
· A Senate jobs bill that cleared a filibuster hurdle on Monday won praise from trade groups for extending surface transportation programs, but the legislation did not continue business tax exemptions. The bill extends for a year the current highway spending program known as SAFETEA-LU. The $15 billion measure also provides funds to keep the Highway Trust Fund solvent, and restores state contracting authority that was lost when the law expired in September. 

10. February 23: CBO: Stimulus bill created up to 2.1 million jobs from The Washington Post                
· The economic stimulus law added between 1 million to 2.1 million workers to employment rolls by the end of last year, a new report released Tuesday by congressional economists said. The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office study also said the $862 billion stimulus added between 1.5 to 3.5 percentage points to the growth of the economy in 2009. The controversial stimulus law combined tax breaks for individuals and businesses with lots of government spending.

11. February 22: Alongside LaHood in L.A., Boxer Talks Timing for the Next Transport Bill from Streetsblog LA
· Friday was billed as a day to discuss the next long-term federal transportation legislation, but the day turned in to a stirring defense of the Obama administration's economic stimulus law and ended with a commitment from Senate environment committee chairman Barbara Boxer (D-CA) to do all she could to help turn Los Angeles into a transit town within the next 10 years. Following a morning press conference by local transportation reformers, labor leaders and environmental advocates, Boxer and Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood held their own event, flanked by Metro mechanics and board members at downtown L.A.'s bus refurbishment center. While the advocates were focused on the future, Boxer and LaHood spent much of their time talking about the past, most notably the year-old stimulus law, recent high-speed rail grants received by California, and last week's TIGER grants.

12. February 22: Should TIGER Grants Be The Model For A New Surface Transportation Law? From The National Journal Transportation Blog
· Should an expanded version of TIGER discretionary grants be included in the surface transportation reauthorization bill? Should the TIGER program be the basis for replacing or reworking certain existing programs (like Projects of National and Regional Significance) when the surface transportation law is reauthorized? Or could it serve as a model for restructuring the entire law's approach to how the federal government invests in our nation's infrastructure?

