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America’s fiscal outlook is poor, the federal debt is consuming an increasing share of GDP, and 

difficult choices lie ahead.  Meanwhile, decades of underinvestment have resulted in deterioration of 

the nation’s transportation system to such a degree that our safety, economic competitiveness and 

quality of life are all at risk.  We have joined together to emphasize the critical role of transportation in 

facing these challenges and choices.  The principles we articulate below are framed by three core ideas. 

 

 First, even in this economic environment -- indeed, especially in these circumstances -- we 

must find the means to invest adequately in the nation's transportation infrastructure.  

Investment in transportation will be an important element in building the foundation for long-

term economic recovery and growth.  Indeed, infrastructure investment can help solve the 

nation's fiscal problems by promoting economic growth that will, in turn, produce additional 

general tax revenue. 

 

 Second, it is of particular importance in these times of severe fiscal constraint that we invest 

scarce public resources more wisely and efficiently, in order to maximize the reach and impact 

of what we spend.  This means that national transportation policy must be more strategic, 

performance-driven, and accountable for results.   

 

 Third, expanding investment in the nation's transportation sector can be fiscally sustainable if 

we can continue the policy of funding transportation primarily from user-based revenues.   

 

Our nation has reaped the benefits of a federal transportation program that built a system which has 

served as the foundation for our economy, global competitive advantage and quality of life.  But today 

the program lacks sufficient funding even to maintain our existing infrastructure, much less make 

necessary improvements to the national network, and this must change.  Otherwise we will continue to 

get the same results: deteriorating infrastructure marked by unacceptable compromises to safety as 

well as worsening performance, especially growing congestion. 

 

For too long now, federal transportation policy has not tied program funding to the achievement of 

specific national outcomes.  This must be changed if we are to have a surface transportation system 

that is financially sustainable and economically effective. 

 

Current fiscal constraints only serve to highlight the need for transportation to be self-reliant from a 

funding perspective.  Over the past two years alone, the highway and transit programs have received 
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nearly $80 billion of general funds to help keep the existing system operational. More sustainable 

revenue sources such as user fees in the form of fuel taxes have been allowed to deteriorate both in 

monetary value and as a valid proxy for system use. The nation’s transportation system cannot and 

should not be allowed to become a growing burden on the national general fund budget, but should 

instead become self-reliant again, funded primarily from more sustainable user-based revenue sources.  

 

Tackling these challenges has become both more difficult and more essential in the context of the 

fiscal and economic crises that the nation now faces.  It is currently very difficult politically to raise 

user fees to support adequate transportation investment; but if we neglect our infrastructure this will 

further damage our economic health and quality of life.  There will be competing demands for the uses 

of transportation-related revenues – increased motor fuel taxes may be seen as a way to reduce carbon 

emissions as well as budget deficits – but investing more funds more wisely in transportation is 

essential to our economic future.  Transportation investment provides a public and private return 

through the economic activity it supports and promotes. 

 

Each of us has articulated principles for the required transformation of national transportation policy 

and for the sustainable funding on which such a reformed programmatic framework should rest.  We 

come together now to urge that federal policy makers address the challenges outlined above and the 

need for national transportation investment by enacting legislation and taking actions consistent with 

these principles.  Only a national program that meets these principles and offers demonstrable 

economic, social, and environmental benefits can command public support.   

 

We provide the following key principles that should help guide deliberations over how to extend, fund 

and improve the federal surface transportation program, in the context of the dire fiscal realities facing 

our nation. We believe it is imperative that Congress take meaningful steps toward meeting these 

principles: 

 

1. Federal surface transportation policy should be fundamentally reformed to be 

performance driven and more accountable.  The federal government should develop and 

evaluate policies and programs based on their contributions toward the attainment of national 

goals. Transportation investments should be strategically focused on achieving long-term 

benefits in terms of economic growth and competitiveness, improved national connectivity, 

rural and metropolitan accessibility, and the promotion of energy security, environmental 

sustainability, and personal safety. To that end, we should maximize returns on federal 

investment by preserving and restoring core assets; making necessary capacity expansions and 

operational improvements to support a growing population and economy, including expanded 

freight mobility; improving energy security and reducing transportation’s contributions to 

global climate change; and stimulating innovation in the transportation sector and promoting 

increased investment by local and state government and the private sector.  Work should 

proceed on defining the national system and on developing outcome-based performance 

metrics and advanced data collection tools to guide the use of federal funds and to inform 

investment decisions.  Federal grants should incentivize state and local governments to develop 
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strategic multi-modal and integrated programs, prioritize investments, and rely more on 

transportation system innovations in order to generate the greatest public benefits.   

 

2. Additional investment in the transportation system by all levels of government and the 

private sector is required to serve a growing population and to support the nation’s 

economy and international competitiveness.  Current investment levels are not sufficient to 

maintain existing infrastructure, let alone provide the investments necessary to expand and 

improve the operation of all our transportation modes to meet the challenges of the 21st 

century.  In a time of fiscal crisis, this is where we must make the critical future investments in 

our economy.  The federal gas tax, because it is not indexed for inflation, has experienced a 

cumulative loss in purchasing power of 33% since 1993 – the last time the tax rate was 

increased.  Further, current highway and transit investment at all levels of government is 

meeting only about a third of direct system costs.  After factoring in externalities such as 

congestion, pollution and safety impacts, the national investment is covering only about a fifth 

of total social costs of the surface transportation system.   

 

3. Reliance on user funding should be restored and strengthened.  Stop-gap general funding 

(i.e., deficit financing) of needed investments is neither reliable nor sustainable in the long 

term.  The performance of the transportation system will improve when users more directly 

understand and bear more of the full costs of the infrastructure they demand – including 

congestion, pollution, and other indirect impacts.  Today our system is under-priced, which 

contributes to less efficient use, increased physical deterioration, capacity shortages and 

congestion.  And while some level of general-funded infrastructure spending may have been 

prudent in the near term to support jobs and stimulate the economy, this manner of spending is 

generally inconsistent with the goals of improving system efficiency and meeting the 

challenges of global climate change.  Steps are needed to restore and improve user-based 

funding and to ensure that the revenue sources for surface transportation will be publicly 

accepted and sustainable.  Transportation-specific user fees should be adequate to fund the 

increased investments necessary to support the economy. 

 

4. The federal government must incentivize and remove barriers to increased state and local 

revenues from direct user fees.  Specifically, Congress should remove certain barriers to 

tolling and pricing; reauthorize and expand the TIFIA credit assistance program; authorize and 

fund federal incentive grants to support the development by states of major user-backed 

projects; re-capitalize State Infrastructure Banks; expand the availability of private activity 

bond financing for highway / intermodal facilities; and consider the use of other targeted tax 

incentives for high-priority investments with major public benefits.  In addition, Congress 

should encourage the use of public-private partnerships for highways and other surface 

transportation modes, subject to a limited set of conditions to protect the public interest 

(including interstate commerce) while recognizing the primary responsibility of state and local 

officials in overseeing such partnership and project delivery arrangements. 
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5. As soon as technically feasible, we must begin to transition to a more direct user fee based 

on vehicle miles traveled (VMT).  With the emergence of electric vehicles and the need to 

be able to more accurately price road use, moving to a VMT-based system is critical.  

Given the complexities of moving to such a new funding approach, both the states and the 

federal government should begin developing a transition strategy immediately.  Specifically, 

Congress should authorize comprehensive research, demonstration projects (including multi-

state and multi-jurisdictional pilots), and planning studies for a transition to an equitable and 

sustainable national user fee system.  Such research, pilot and demonstration programs should 

include various transportation stakeholders.  There should be a national commitment to 

completing the needed research, development, planning and public education necessary for 

such a transition by a date certain.   

 

6. Congress should increase the federal motor fuel taxes.  These additional revenues are 

necessary to halt the growing reliance on general fund transfers in order to maintain the 

solvency of the Highway Trust Fund and to help meet identified system needs.  We cannot 

afford to wait for longer-term solutions to be fully vetted, designed and implemented.  The 

responsible way to make progress in addressing the investment crisis in the near term is for 

Congress to increase current transportation funding sources dedicated to the Highway Trust 

Fund, especially the gasoline fuel tax.  Congress also should increase the diesel fuel tax and 

other truck-related taxes proportionately to maintain the current allocation of highway user cost 

responsibility.  These taxes should all be indexed to maintain purchasing power on a going-

forward basis.  Other potential federal funding options that we collectively have examined or 

that have been suggested by others, while having some attractive features, raise significant 

concerns with regard to revenue-generating ability, encroachment on state and local revenue 

sources, implementation and administration, economic efficiency and equity impacts.  While 

there appears to be interest in using a gasoline tax increase or more broadly-based carbon fees 

to reduce the general fund deficit, the use of such revenues for deficit reduction purposes 

should not deprive the transportation system of the increased levels of necessary investment 

resources to support the economy. 

 

7. The funding and financing framework should recognize that alternative financing 

mechanisms and public-private partnerships, while highly useful, are not substitutes for 

actual revenues.  These financing and delivery approaches should be employed where 

appropriate, but they cannot by themselves address the underlying funding challenge.  In 

particular, Congress should examine the concept of a national infrastructure financing 

organization with due caution (e.g., National Infrastructure Bank, Development Corporation or 

Investment Fund), recognizing that it cannot be viewed as a “silver bullet” solution to the 

tremendous infrastructure investment challenge facing the nation.  Any such entity should be 

carefully structured to address credit market or funding program gaps and target assistance to 

key improvements essential to supporting the national network.  Congress also should ensure 

that any such entity is properly integrated with or a logical extension of current federal 

assistance programs, most notably TIFIA and other federal credit programs.  
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8. Project delivery time must be reduced.  It is critical to reform the current programs and 

processes to achieve early community and agency consensus in order to dramatically reduce the 

excessive time required to move projects from initiation to completion. If we set a specific goal 

of reducing project delivery time by at least one-half of the current time it takes to deliver a 

transportation project, we can expect significant per project savings.  Achieving these savings 

will be essential to garner public support for increased investment. 

 

These principles are contained in the reports of our groups and are not a substitute for the full findings 

and recommendations of each such report.  The report of the National Surface Transportation 

Infrastructure Financing Commission was released in February 2009 and can be found at 

http://financecommission.dot.gov.  The report of the National Transportation Policy Project of the 

Bipartisan Policy Center was released in June 2009 and can be found at www.bipartisanpolicy.org/. 
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