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Report Summarizes FHWA Peer Exchange On Climate Change Adaptation in the Midwest

Issues related to criticality and vulnerability of transportation assets, hazard mitigation planning, asset management, and operational strategies were some of the key topics addressed at a peer exchange on climate adaptation in the Midwest hosted by the Federal Highway Administration, according to a summary report. (view article)
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Special Report: States Struggle to Pay for Repairs; More Consider Toll Hikes, New Tolling – Despite an urgent need for transportation infrastructure funding, raising tolls on bridges, tunnels and roadways has traditionally been a political poison pill for lawmakers. But as states confront a prolonged economic slowdown and see few alternatives to pay for much needed infrastructure repairs, motorists should brace themselves for a wave of rate hikes. (view article)
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Correction Notice: A State DOT News Brief in the 9/23 Issue of T/E Alert incorrectly attributed to the Maryland Department of Transportation the release and request for comments on the revised draft state master plan. The draft PlanMaryland was issued by the Department of Planning.

Recent Postings on the Center for Environmental Excellence by AASHTO website (view article)
Fuel Efficiency
Environmental, Auto Groups Not Concerned

By Delay in Fuel Economy Proposed Rule

The Obama administration's delay in proposing tougher fuel economy and greenhouse gas emissions standards for cars and light trucks is not expected to affect how stringent the rule will be when it is issued in November, environmental, automotive, and consumer groups said Sept. 28.

Rather, the delay in proposing corporate average fuel economy (CAFE) standards and greenhouse gas emissions limits for model years 2017 through 2025 vehicles reflects the concern by the Environmental Protection Agency and National Highway Traffic Safety Administration that the agencies need additional time to prepare the proposed rule and several hundreds of pages of supporting documents, they said.

“This is a huge amount of work for two agencies to pull a historic rulemaking together, but we're confident what we'll see in mid-November is what the president announced in mid-July,” Ann Mesnikoff, director of green transportation for the Sierra Club, told BNA.

President Obama announced July 29 plans to increase the fuel economy requirement for cars and light trucks to 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025, with the rule to be proposed by Sept. 30. The administration said Sept. 27 it now plans to propose the rule by mid-November.
“We have worked closely with all key stakeholders including the car companies, the state of California, and others as we move toward releasing the proposed rule,” EPA said in a Sept. 28 statement. “Given the historic nature of this joint rule between EPA and [the Department of Transportation], as well as the necessary coordination with California, it was recently determined that additional time was needed and we expect to issue a proposal for [model year] 2017-2025 vehicles by mid-November.”

No Further Delays Expected

The agencies are planning to issue a final rule by July 31, 2012, and that deadline is not expected to change as a result of the delay in proposing the rule.

“The key thing to us is we've been assured by the administration that the July 31, 2012, deadline for the final rule is on track,” Roland Hwang, transportation program director for the Natural Resources Defense Council's energy program, told BNA.

Mark Cooper, director of research at the Consumer Federation of America, said the delay was expected. The agencies have not yet sent the proposed rule to the White House Office of Management and Budget for review, a process that could take up to 90 days.

“When they made the announcement it was a practical impossibility to get this to OMB by that deadline,” Cooper said. “If they had made the announcement 60 or 90 days before, maybe they could have.”

Manufacturers Still Support Standards

The agreement reached with automakers and unions would require manufacturers to increase the fuel economy of cars by 5 percent annually. However, light-duty trucks would be allowed to increase fuel economy more slowly—by 3.5 percent per year through 2021 and then by 5 percent annually through 2025.
“Automakers still support a single national program for fuel economy and [carbon monoxide],” Wade Newton, a spokesman for the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, told BNA in an e-mail. “The agreement in principle reached in July needs to be turned into a proposed multi-year rule and that takes some time. So we're not concerned about another couple of months for a rule that doesn't start till 2017.”

An administration report released at the time of the president's announcement said setting more stringent fuel economy requirements would save car owners $8,000 in fuel costs over the life of the vehicle. The new mileage requirements would reduce demand for oil imports by 6 billion barrels and save the economy $1.7 trillion in fuel costs. Additionally, the standards would reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 6 billion metric tons, according to the report.

California Postpones Car Rules

Although environmental, consumer, and industry groups downplayed the effect of the delay, it does mean the California Air Resources Board must postpone its plan to put in place the state's program for advanced clean car rules by the end of the year.

California agreed to coordinate development and align its latest round of vehicle standards with those EPA and NHTSA are promulgating.

CARB's separate rulemaking process is designed to incorporate EPA's greenhouse gas emissions standards in its advanced clean car rules, which would meld its low-emission, zero-emission, and greenhouse gas emission vehicle standards into a single program. Federal law bars California, or any state, from adopting fuel efficiency standards.

The state agency had planned to release its rule proposal also on Sept. 30. CARB initially planned to take the proposed rule package to its governing board in November but recently postponed the hearing until Dec. 8.

With release of the federal proposal now expected in mid-November, CARB now must push back the hearing again, until January 2012, Stanley Young, a spokesman for the agency, told BNA Sept. 28.

“A six-week delay, in the grand scheme of things, is not such a big deal,’’ Young said. “These are such complex rules.’’

Meanwhile, Young said the agency is moving forward its effort to “align and harmonize’’ its rules with the federal standards.
House Oversight Committee Plans

Probe of Pending Fuel Economy Rule

The Obama administration may have violated the Administrative Procedure Act when it negotiated with automakers to increase the fuel economy standards for cars and light trucks, Rep. Darrell Issa (R-Calif.), chairman of the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, said Sept. 30. 

Issa said in a letter to Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood that the committee will investigate the Obama administration's plans to increase the corporate average fuel economy (CAFE) standards for model year 2017 through 2025 cars and light trucks. The decision to increase the fuel economy requirement to 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025 was “negotiated in secret, outside of the scope of law,” Issa said.

“If in fact the CAFE standards are the result of political haggling and not the application of proven science to the laws passed by Congress, then the administration stands in violation of the Administrative Procedure Act as well as the organic statutes upon which the agencies obtained their rulemaking authority,” Issa said in his letter. “The administration's apparent preference to cut back-room deals that exclude important stakeholder involvement is exactly the type of activity that the APA was designed to prevent.”

Transportation Department spokeswoman Olivia Alair said the administration “will respond as appropriate.”

“Safety considerations were central to establishing a national program to improve fuel economy and reduce greenhouse gas emissions for passenger cars and light trucks through model year 2016,” she said in a statement. “Likewise, safety continues to be our top priority as we move toward a proposal for standards for model year 2017-2025 vehicles.”

President Announced Proposal.

President Obama announced July 29 plans to increase the fuel economy requirement for cars and light trucks to 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025. The administration said Sept. 27 the Environmental Protection Agency and National Highway Traffic Safety Administration will propose the rule by mid-November with a final rule by July 31, 2012 (see related article in this issue).
The agreement reached with automakers and unions would require manufacturers to increase the fuel economy of cars by 5 percent annually. However, light-duty trucks would be allowed to increase fuel economy more slowly—by 3.5 percent per year through 2021 and then by 5 percent annually through 2025.

NRDC Sees No Violation From Meetings.

Roland Hwang, transportation program director for the Natural Resources Defense Council's energy program, told BNA that meeting with various stakeholders prior to proposing a rule is common and does not violate the APA.

“Before any proposal, there's discussions with industries and stakeholders,” he said. “It's pretty clear APA applies to the proposal and final rule process. There's been no violation of the APA because the APA says you have to do a proposal and have a comment period. It doesn't even apply at this point because they haven't even done the proposal at this point. There doesn't seem to be any validity to his claims.”

Automobile manufacturers agreed to the proposal, and blocking the new standards would undermine the certainty the industry needs to invest in new technologies, Hwang said.

The Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers declined to comment on the investigation.

Vehicle Safety a Concern.

In his letter, Issa also said he had concerns the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration agreed to propose the fuel economy standards without studying the impact higher mileage requirements will have on vehicle safety. Issa said NHTSA has commissioned a study that considers the safety impact of the fuel economy requirements, but it is not expected to be completed until the end of 2011. Some vehicle manufacturers eliminate safety features such as spare tires as a way to decrease the weight of vehicles to meet more stringent fuel efficiency requirements.

“Since Congress first delegated authority to the administration to set CAFE standards under the Energy Policy and Conservation Act of 1975, NHTSA has always examined the safety consequences of the CAFE standards before determining what standards are appropriate for the industry,” Issa said.

Dan Becker, director of the Center for Auto Safety's Safe Climate Campaign, told BNA Issa's letter is a series of “incoherent, conflicting set of complaints.” Becker, who also met with the administration when the rule was being negotiated, said the administration has conducted other safety analyses in advance of preparing the proposed rule.

“They've done a lot of safety analysis before now,” he said. “This rule has been in development for a year and a quarter, and a lot of what EPA has done is look at the safety aspects. What Mr. Issa doesn't understand is that size and weight alone don't determine safety. What determines safety is good design.”

Issa asks the Transportation Department to provide the Oversight Committee by Oct. 11 with documents detailing the proposed rule's development, including negotiations with vehicle manufacturers.

Rep. Issa's letter to Transportation Secretary LaHood is available at http://op.bna.com/env.nsf/r?Open=smiy-8m7mv7.
Sustainability
FHWA Workshops Urge Agency To Provide

Primer, Training Tools on Livability in Transportation 
The Federal Highway Administration will develop a range of tools including a primer on livability, training materials, and a marketing and communications plan to help support and educate transportation practitioners on livability issues, according to recommendations from a series of workshops sponsored by the agency.

The results from FHWA’s five Regional Livability Workshops are outlined in a summary report posted by the agency Sept. 30. The workshops – held during April and May in Atlanta, GA; Kansas City, MO; Cambridge, MA; Sacramento, CA; and Denver, CO – addressed challenges and successes in implementing livability-related projects and ways to expand transportation’s role in promoting and achieving livability. 

The workshops included 221 participants (local, regional, state, and federal) from 41 states, including representatives from metropolitan planning organizations, transportation agencies, city and county governments, public and private developers, state DOTs, nonprofit organizations, housing, transit, environmental and resource agencies, and others.

Key Themes

Each of the workshops covered several key themes addressing challenges and potential solutions to implementing livability in transportation.

According to the summary, the major challenges involve the lack of funding flexibility, agency barriers, and lack of tools and performance measures to discuss and demonstrate the benefits of livability. 

Workshop attendees urged FHWA to focus on education and to assist in the development of integrated planning and implementation processes, including developing materials for policymakers and the general public. In addition, the agency should “provide targeted technical assistance to help areas with limited resources to begin implementing livability,” the report said. 

Development of a primer on livability was another key recommendation. “The primer should offer guidance on how to incorporate livability into existing planning and implementation efforts at a range of geographic levels,” the document said.
The primer would “provide guidance to State DOTs, MPOs, Rural Planning Organizations, and regional/local land use agencies to integrate regional transportation, land use, housing, economic development and environmental planning to achieve desired livable community outcomes,” it said.
The workshops also pointed to the need to better define livability concepts through communications and marketing strategies. 

“To communicate livability concepts effectively, the term needs to be broadly and easily understood. Tools should include fact sheets on livability benefits and strategies, an image clearinghouse, PowerPoint presentations, and updated website and social media tools to connect with a range of age groups,” the summary said.

The workshops were conducted as part of FHWA’s Strategies for Livable Communities project, which is intended to raise awareness of transportation linkages to livability and to provide resources to better consider livability issues within the federal transportation planning process. 

For more information, link to the Regional Livability Workshop report. 
Air Quality
World Health Organization Says Cleaner Air 

Could Prevent 1 Million Deaths Each Year

GENEVA—More than 1 million lives could be saved every year if authorities in the world's major urban areas made efforts to meet international guidelines on outdoor air pollution, experts from the World Health Organization said Sept. 26.

Issuing an “unprecedented compilation” of air quality data from nearly 1,100 cities worldwide, the U.N. agency said average urban air quality in 80 of the 91 countries surveyed was worse than WHO standards.

WHO said 1.3 million people—the large majority of them in developing countries—die every year from heart disease, respiratory problems, lung cancers, and other illnesses caused by urban air pollution, with the major contributors being transportation and power generation, particularly coal-fired power plants.

Annette Pruss-Ustun, a scientist in WHO's Department for Public Health and Environment, said that if all cities surveyed met WHO's air quality guideline for airborne particulate matter, about 1.1 million of those deaths could be avoided. For particles 10 microns in diameter or smaller (PM-10), WHO recommends a maximum of 20 micrograms per cubic meter (µg/m3) as an annual average.

“A reduction from an average of 70 µg/m3 of PM-10 to an annual average of 20 µg/m3 of PM-10 is expected to yield a 15 percent reduction in mortality—considered a major public health gain,” WHO declared.

India, Iran, Pakistan Score Poorly

WHO officials declined to say which cities or urban areas in surveyed countries ranked worst for air pollution, saying this would be unfair since not all countries and not all cities provided data for the survey. Many African countries as well as Russia and other central Asian countries provided little or no data.

However, a listing of the results provided by WHO showed the southwestern Iranian city of Ahwaz had the worst air quality of the 1,085 reporting urban areas, with an average annual PM-10 level of 372 µg/m3.

Ranking second from last was the Mongolian capital of Ulaan Baataar, followed by Sanandaj in Iran, Ludhiana in India, and Quetta in Pakistan, all with PM-10 levels of 250 µg/m3 or greater.

Of the bottom 21 cities with the worst recorded outdoor air quality, all but two were in India, Iran, and Pakistan, including New Delhi and Agra in India, and Karachi and Islamabad in Pakistan.

Other major cities ranking near the bottom for air pollution were Cairo (No. 1,053), Lagos (No. 1,040), and Beijing (No. 1,038).

The great majority of urban populations have an average annual exposure to PM-10 in excess of WHO's recommended maximum level of 20 µg/m3. Only a few cities currently meet the WHO guideline values.

U.S., Canada Rank High

All of the top 50 urban areas with the lowest reported concentrations of PM-10 were in Canada and the United States, although none of them, with the exception of metropolitan Vancouver, Canada, were large cities. The average annual concentration of PM-10 in all these urban areas was less than 10 µg/m3. Albuquerque, N.M., was the largest U.S. city in the top 50 ranking.

The New York metropolitan area recorded 21 µg/m3 on average, the Chicago region 22 µg/m3, and Los Angeles 25 µg/m3.

Many European cities fell lower in the rankings, with PM-10 levels above the WTO norm. London's average was 29 µg/m3, Rome 35 µg/m3, and Paris 38 µg/m3.

Countries reporting the highest average PM-10 pollution levels among their surveyed urban areas were Botswana and Mongolia, although results from these two nations were based on one reporting station in each country.

Countries with broader results and high average levels of pollution across urban areas were Pakistan, Iran, and India, all with pollution levels of 100 µg/m3 or greater. Those with the lowest pollution levels were Estonia, Australia, Canada, and the United States, all with levels below the WHO guidelines of 20 µg/m3.

The WHO database is available at http://www.who.int/phe/health_topics/outdoorair/databases/en/index.html.
Climate Change
Report Summarizes FHWA Peer Exchange

On Climate Change Adaptation in the Midwest

Issues related to criticality and vulnerability of transportation assets, hazard mitigation planning, asset management, and operational strategies were some of the key topics addressed at a peer exchange on climate adaptation in the Midwest hosted by the Federal Highway Administration, according to a summary report recently posted on the FHWA website. 

The document, Midwest Adaptation Peer Exchange Report: Minimizing the Impacts of Climate Change on Transportation Systems in the Midwest, provides a summary of the April 28-29 peer exchange sessions FHWA held in Indianapolis.  

The peer exchange, titled “Minimizing the Impacts of Climate Change on Transportation Systems in the Midwest,” addressed opportunities for Midwest state departments of transportation and Indiana metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) to adapt to climate change variability and impacts on transportation infrastructure. Separate sessions covered Indiana MPOs and state DOTs, respectively. Each session included presentations on key topics followed by discussions on opportunities for adaptation, barriers to adaptation, and challenges to identifying critical assets for planning.  

MPO Session

The first session consisted of a meeting with representatives from Indiana MPOs focusing on emergency planning and incorporating climate change into hazard mitigation plans. Participants identified opportunities for adaptation, including the use of county hazard mitigation plans. 

The participants agreed that county hazard mitigation plans offer a way to address climate change adaptation without “reinventing the wheel,” though these plans must be revised to focus more on the transportation sector. Barriers to adaptation identified by the participants included a lack of information sharing and coordination between agencies. Participants agreed that defining critical assets was a key element of emergency planning, and cited the importance of soliciting stakeholder input. 

State DOTs in Midwest

The second session of the peer exchange featured discussions with Midwestern state DOTs on topics including criticality and vulnerability of transportation assets, state hazard mitigation planning efforts, and addressing asset management and operations decisions in light of changing climate conditions. 

State DOT participants cited asset management and strategic changes to operations as potential opportunities for climate adaptation. Several participants also noted that they currently had strong asset management systems in place or were developing such systems.  

A barrier to adaptation identified by participants is the unique nature of the climate change impacts and adaptation concerns affecting the Midwest. Therefore, choosing a climate model that accurately projects changes in the Midwest was cited as a particular challenge. Challenges to defining critical assets also were cited, including uncertainty on how to prioritize those assets and the fact that the process can be political.

Participants at the peer exchange identified opportunities for future collaboration among stakeholders. For example, several participants expressed an interest in forming a Midwestern pilot project as part of FHWA’s pilot testing of a conceptual model for conducting vulnerability and risk assessments by transportation agencies.  
State DOT and MPO participants also sought additional support in preparing for climate change impacts, including modeling tools and guidance on moving from the planning stage to implementation of selected adaptation strategies. 

For additional information, including links to tools and resources for adaptation planning, link to the Midwest Adaptation Peer Exchange Report. 

Reports: Economies of Canada, Caribbean

Could Be Strained by Global Warming Effects

OTTAWA—Climate change impacts will take substantial tolls on the Canadian and Caribbean economies unless global greenhouse gas emissions are reduced and individual countries take steps to adapt, two regional groups recently warned.

The effects of global warming could cost the Canadian economy as much as C$5 billion ($4.9 billion) per year by 2020 and C$21 billion to C$43 billion per year by 2050 if action is not taken, the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy said in a report issued Sept. 29.

Adaptation measures, while not cost-free, offer a cost-effective way to alleviate the impact, the federal government-appointed advisory body said.

The report, Paying the Price: The Economic Impacts of Climate Change for Canada, resulted from the first national study of climate change's economic consequences for Canada.

It identified reduced timber supply, more coastal flooding, and human health effects as posing the greatest economic risks.

The report recommended enhancing forest fire prevention, controlling pests, and planting climate-resilient tree species to protect the country's timber supply; prohibiting construction in areas at risk of flooding and abandoning dwellings once flooded; and adopting pollution-control technologies to reduce ozone formation, thus mitigating prospective health impacts of heat exposure and lower air quality.

It also called for more research on the economics of climate change and adaptation decision-making.

Caribbean Region Highly Vulnerable.

One day earlier, a U.N. agency warned that climate change could cost Caribbean nations up to 5 percent of their annual gross domestic product between now and 2050 unless they take urgent mitigation and adaptation action.

However, those critical steps, which include energy-saving plans and better natural resources management, would not come cheap, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) said. Mitigation and adaptation measure could cost between 2 percent and 3 percent of gross domestic product, ECLAC said Sept. 28.

Those are the highlights of ECLAC's recent report, The Economics of Climate Change in the Caribbean, which took two years of research to prepare.

Caribbean countries are particularly vulnerable to climate change because of their geographic location and small economies, according to the assessment of 14 regional countries.

Hirohito Toda, head of ECLAC's Caribbean division in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, cautioned that with more than half the population living in coastal areas, rising temperatures, rain-pattern changes, and a rise in sea level caused by human activities could cause loss of land and affect economic growth and living standards.

ECLAC recommended improvements in energy efficiency, natural resources management, financing mechanisms that support sustainable adaptive actions, and institutional frameworks for responding to climate change.

The report, Paying the Price: The Economic Impacts of Climate Change for Canada, is available at http://nrtee-trnee.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/paying-the-price.pdf.

More information on The Economics of Climate Change in the Caribbean is available at http://bit.ly/qJsrNT.

Transportation Policy
Special Report: States Struggle to Pay for Repairs;
More Consider Toll Hikes, New Tolling

NEW YORK—Despite an urgent need for transportation infrastructure funding, raising tolls on bridges, tunnels and roadways has traditionally been a political poison pill for lawmakers. But as states confront a prolonged economic slowdown and see few alternatives to pay for much needed infrastructure repairs, motorists should brace themselves for a wave of rate hikes.

Since the beginning of 2011, more than half a dozen states have considered or approved rate increases on toll roads and bridges in an effort to offset state budget deficits and shrinking toll receipts resulting from a transportation slowdown that began in 2007.

“Tolled facilities have experienced low and even negative traffic growth since 2007,” according to a September report by Thomas McCormick and Mike McDermott, analysts at FitchRatings. “Revenues have grown at a much higher rate as facility operators reacted to the downturn by raising rates to preserve financial and operational flexibility.”

States that have considered toll hikes in recent months include Maryland, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Illinois.

Those states' officials realize there will be fewer dollars coming down the pipeline from Washington amid the ongoing budget deficit negotiations and Congress's efforts to reauthorize the surface transportation spending bill. “There is going to be a lot less money flowing from all sources,” McCormick said in an interview.

In addition to increasing toll rates for existing bridges and tunnels, the introduction of new tolls will play an increasing role in how states finance infrastructure costs, according to market participants and financial analysts. States are already seeking permission from the federal government to add new tolls on the 47,016 miles of interstate highways in the United States as they try to raise capital to rehabilitate roads and bridges built decades ago.

Last week, Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell (R) announced the state has received preliminary approval under a federal pilot program to collect tolls on portions of I-95. The pilot program with the Federal Highway Administration would give three states new permission to toll on interstate highways (3161 Transportation Watch, 9/20/11). In June, Rhode Island officials requested similar approval and await a decision from the Federal Highway Administration.

“Not all states will embrace tolling, though I think more and more will,” Edward Regan, senior vice president at Wilbur Smith Associates, a transportation and infrastructure consulting firm, said in an interview.

And when it comes to building new roads and bridges, tolling will be the new reality. “Anything new that states are going to build is going to be tolled,” Fitch's McDermott said.

Maryland Rate Hike Approved

Maryland is the most recent state to raise tolls. The Maryland Transportation Authority (MDTA) Sept. 22 unanimously approved a proposal that represents the largest package of toll hikes in the state's history, although the final package was a scaled-back version of an earlier proposal floated by the agency.

When fully phased in over two years, the toll increases are expected to generate $225 million annually in additional funds to maintain, upgrade, and in some cases complete construction of Maryland's eight toll facilities—four bridges, two tunnels, and two turnpikes.

While some of the facilities' toll rates had not risen in decades, MDTA has also borrowed heavily to construct large-scale projects, including the $4.56 billion Intercounty Connector, an all-electronic, variable-toll highway in the Maryland suburbs of Washington, D.C., and the roughly $1 billion I-95 Express Toll Lanes in northeast Baltimore. Additionally, other MDTA toll facilities, some of which are now 60 or 70 years old, are undergoing costly rehabilitation.

MDTA spokeswoman Kelly L. Melhem told BNA the authority's outstanding debt to fund both preservation and construction activity was $245 million in fiscal year 2007, but will climb to $2.7 billion in FY 2014, necessitating the toll increases.

In addition to raising base tolls, MDTA adopted a complex package of changes to commuter rates, E-ZPass electronic toll fees, fares for multi-axle vehicles, and other policies, some of which did not sit well with toll-payers during 10 public hearings.

Among the initial proposals that drew public ire was a spike in the $2.50 round-trip Chesapeake Bay Bridge toll, which hadn't increased since 1975.

MDTA initially sought to boost the toll for two-axle, cash-paying vehicles to $5 this year and $8 in 2013. Under the final plan, the Bay Bridge toll will increase to $4 this year and $6 in 2013, as will the round-trip cash toll on the Nice Bridge across the lower Potomac River.

In other cases, unpopular increases were retained in the final plan: an eventual rise from $4 to $8 in the round-trip cash tolls for two tunnels and a bridge that crosses Baltimore Harbor; an eventual rise from $5 to $8 in the round-trip cash toll on the Hatem Bridge over the Susquehanna River and the round-trip cash fare for the 50-mile toll segment of I-95 in Maryland.

The influx of new toll revenue generated by the rate increase will not, however, help Maryland with non-toll transportation infrastructure. This type of infrastructure is funded through a separate Transportation Trust Fund fed primarily by the gasoline tax and other transportation-related fees. The money in the trust fund is insufficient to meet Maryland's backlog of transportation needs, in part because governors over the years have drawn from those monies to plug other budget gaps.

A blue ribbon panel said the Transportation Trust Fund needs up to $800 million in new revenue. Lawmakers are holding initial talks on steps such as raising the gasoline tax or titling and registration fees, with more definitive action likely during the 2012 General Assembly session.

Governors Slash Proposed Toll Hike in N.Y., N.J

A similar process played out in New Jersey and New York this summer. In August, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey's board of commissioners proposed a hefty increase for the bridges and tunnels spanning the two states. Although contractors and trade unions supported the full rate increase, hoping it would boost employment in the construction sector, the governors of both states responded to public pressure and voters' financial concerns.

The Port Authority said lifting toll rates would raise the $33 billion needed to overhaul the region's infrastructure over the next decade. But almost immediately, New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo (D) and New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie (R) slashed in half the proposed rate hike before throwing their support behind a revised version.

Wave of States Confront Proposed Toll Hikes

A failure to find a sustainable answer to infrastructure funding can have implications on the credit ratings of transportation facilities and endanger their ability to secure financing down the road.

“We've seen in some states a real lack of political will on a couple of the credit ratings and the rating was constrained as a result,” McDermott said.

But a number of states have moved ahead with planned rate hikes. In July, the Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission announced it will raise the toll for motorists who pay cash, about one-third of drivers, by 10 percent beginning 2012. The toll hike is expected to gross an extra $23 million in tolls, about a 3 percent increase.

The Delaware River Joint Toll Bridge Commission raised car tolls on bridges by about 33 percent in July. Toll rates for trucks also increased, and vary depending on the size of the truck. The commission, charged with maintaining 20 bridges, seven of which are tolled, approved the rate hike in May. The goal is to increase toll revenue by 25 percent, from $90 million a year to between $120 million and $125 million a year.

In August, the Illinois Tollway approved a plan to nearly double the tolls paid by motorists in order to raise $12 billion for infrastructure repairs on the state's freeways and for expansion projects over the next 15 years.

Under the plan, drivers paying tolls electronically will see their rate increase 63 cents to $1.18—an 87 percent increase—beginning Jan. 1, 2012. A separate toll increase for by commercial vehicles is scheduled to become effective in 2015.

Connecticut Legislation Dies

Connecticut officials also looked to tolls as a way to raise funds. The Connecticut House approved legislation in June that would have authorized the state Department of Transportation to establish tolls to pay for the extension of Route 11 from Salem to I-95. The measure, H.B. 6200, would have required DOT to discontinue the tolls when all bonds issued to build the extension were retired.

The Senate, however, failed to take up the House-passed bill in the final days of the 2011 session, and the bill died when the Legislature adjourned on June 8.

According to a DOT spokesman, the cost of the eight-and-a-half mile extension and related projects would run between $800 million and $900 million. He said that a study of how to fund the project is now underway and that no decision has been made regarding the re-introduction of toll legislation in the upcoming 2012 session.

Transportation Slowdown Tracks Economic Slowdown

The attempts to hike toll rates are a result of a slowdown in the transportation sector that has tracked the broader slowdown in the economy, according to analysts.

“The most recent Fitch data indicates that growth in traffic volumes began slowly declining on tolled facilities, heading to zero growth in second-quarter 2011,” the ratings agency's report said. The slowdown is apparent in traffic numbers on toll roads, bridges, and tunnels across the country, according to the report.

Motorists are reacting to the economic slowdown and a rise in oil prices with their own “belt tightening,” according to analysts. This in turn is depriving state toll collectors of much-needed funding.

While Fitch expects most public infrastructure facilities to “weather little to no growth scenarios over the next three to five years,” issuers with escalating debt profiles, such as newer toll facilities, could see problems in the medium term, according to the ratings agency.

Toll hikes for existing bridges and tunnels are “somewhat a temporary phenomenon,” according to Regan. The big move will come when more states seek new authority from federal transportation officials to toll as they exhaust all other sources of funding for surface transportation and infrastructure repairs on existing roads.

“You'll see widespread tolling on state roads” by 2020, Regan predicted.

Rhode Island Seeks Permission to Toll on I-95

But in order for this to happen, the federal government first will need to relax or eliminate federal restrictions on tolling. “States need to say, ‘We need this flexibility,’ ” Regan added. Two states recently requested that flexibility, Rhode Island and Virginia.

“It's the brokenness of the federal system” that makes Patrick Jones, executive director of the International Bridge, Tunnel and Turnpike Association, “optimistic” that the federal government will give more states the right to toll.

Rhode Island officials, desperate for funds to rehabilitate transportation infrastructure, sent a proposal to the Federal Highway Administration in June seeking permission to set up tolls on the 43-mile portion of I-95 that runs through the state.

I-95 is the major north-south road running through the eastern United States. Tolls already exist on I-95 in Maine, New Hampshire, New York, New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland.

The state cited “insufficient” funds to replace the “heavily traveled structurally deficient” Providence Viaduct, which carries up to 230,000 vehicles a day. The cost of rehabilitating the Viaduct is estimated by the state at $140 million. Without permission to toll, Rhode Island officials insist they will be unable to repair crumbling infrastructure like the Viaduct.

“With an aging infrastructure and limited financial resources, Rhode Island lacks sufficient funds for the major rehabilitation efforts needed to bring and maintain the I-95/I-295 Corridor to a state of good repair,” the letter said. This stretch of road contains eight “structurally deficient bridges,” according to the state.

Michael P. Lewis, director of the Rhode Island Department of Transportation, told BNA Sept. 22 that given the state's economic condition, he is aware that there will be a group of citizens who will be opposed to the implementation of tolls. But he added that the only thing worse than implementing a new toll would be not investing in the state's aging infrastructure.

Lewis emphasized that all the money raised through the collection of tolls on I-95 would be dedicated strictly to the interstate corridor running through the state, specifically to the viaduct in downtown Providence and work on the intersection of I-95 and Route 4.

Lewis declined to say whether or not he expects the state's proposal for the I-95 tolling project to receive federal approval, but he stressed that the project meets the federal pilot program's parameters “to the letter.”

In its request to FHWA, the state said it has spent nearly $800 million in recent years to repair bridge and road infrastructure. “The state borrowed heavily to fund the IWAY project issuing almost $300 million of GARVEE bonds and $67 million in Motor Fuel Revenue bonds to fund the project which must be repaid for with future highway funds,” the state's proposal to FHWA said, referring to a $630 million effort to improve the I-95/I-195 connection, known as the IWAY.

The only factor that hasn't been considered in Rhode Island's plan is the public. The state acknowledged in its proposal that “the concept of tolling has not been officially introduced to the public.”

Lewis said that a report released by a Blue Ribbon commission in 2008 found that Rhode Island is facing a deficit of $300 million a year over the next 10 years simply to keep its infrastructure in a state of good repair. Like other states, the Rhode Island panel looked at ways to raise revenue, which included an increase in the state gasoline tax and a hike in registration and licensing fees.

“There are only limited ways to raise the kind of revenues necessary to address a shortfall of that magnitude,” Lewis said. And while there are advantages and drawbacks under discussion to those other options, the flexibility to establish a toll on I-95 is “an important arrow to have in our quiver,” he added.

Virginia Takes Slot in Pilot Program

Virginia Department of Transportation Commissioner Greg Whirley said earlier this year that the state has over $1 billion dollars of needs just on I-95, a figure that doesn't include bridge improvements.

Like Rhode Island, Virginia requested permission to begin tolling on I-95. The Virginia Department of Transportation estimates that placing tolls on I-95 could generate $250 million over the first five years and then more than $50 million annually thereafter.

McDonnell announced Sept. 19 that federal officials have granted conditional approval for the state to begin tolling on its portion of I-95.

“Limited funds and growing capital and maintenance needs have led to deficient pavements and structures, congestion, higher crash density and safety concerns,” McDonnell said in a statement announcing the federal government's decision.

More States Expected to Seek Tolling Authority

I-95 is part of the interstate highway system, which spans 47,016 miles across the United States. The interstate highway system accounts for slightly more than one percent of the nation's total public road mileage but it carries 24 percent of all highway travel.

While the federal government paid for much of the original cost constructing these roadways, states must use their own resources to fix or upgrade roadways that are critical to state economies. “Over the next few years [these roads] will require huge amounts of money,” Regan said, estimating that over the next 50 years state expenditures on the interstate highway will require $2.5 trillion.

“The states' share is going to keep going up and up and up,” Regan said. “States are left holding the bag.”

Behind this ratcheting up of state responsibility for road and infrastructure funding is an expectation of declining aid from the federal government.

“States and tolling agencies are recognizing that they are not going to get a lot of help from Washington and Congress,” Jones said.

A copy of Rhode Island's application to grant authority to toll may be found at http://www.dot.state.ri.us/documents/news/Tolling_LOI.pdf.
The text of the Connecticut legislation may be found at http://www.cga.ct.gov/2011/FC/2011HB-06200-R000879-FC.htm.
A statement by the Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission regarding the state's recent toll rate hike is available at http://www.paturnpike.com/press/2011/20110721140300.htm.
Closed I-64 Bridge Will Be Repaired

After Review of Report, LaHood Says

CINCINNATI—Prompt repair of the closed highway bridge connecting Kentucky and Indiana will begin following receipt of the final inspection report, Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood said Sept. 23.

The Sherman Minton Bridge, closed since Sept. 9 after a crack in a load-bearing beam was discovered, “is symbolic of what's happening around America,” LaHood told reporters in Louisville following a walking tour of the I-64 bridge. LaHood said complete inspection reports are expected in 10 days. “As soon as we know what it will take to fix, what it will cost, we will meet with elected officials to move the project ahead in a timely manner,” he said.

Earlier in the day Indiana's highway department said complete replacement of the half-century-old bridge would not be necessary, based on inspectors' initial findings.

However LaHood said no option will be ruled out until his department reviews the final inspection report.

LaHood's tour of the bridge came a day after President Barack Obama spoke in Cincinnati near the “functionally obsolete” Brent Spence Bridge and challenged Congress to pass his American Jobs Act so the nation's aging infrastructure can be repaired.

“There are crumbling bridges like this all over America,” LaHood said in Louisville, echoing Obama's call for swift passage of the act.

Kentucky Sen. Rand Paul (R), who visited the Sherman Minton Bridge with LaHood, said he is trying to get the administration interested in a narrowly focused bill that would direct pre-existing highway funds into emergency bridge and highway repairs.

LaHood is receptive to the proposal, said Paul, which is not tied to either the president's or the GOP's jobs bill.

There should be no political disagreement about re-directing federal highway funds allocated for “turtle tunnels, squirrel sanctuaries and bike paths,” said Paul, since emergency infrastructure construction is clearly a higher priority.

Paul's plan would ask the U.S. Highway Administration to rank bridges and direct spending to those deemed most unsafe by civil engineers.

Only Closed Bridge on Interstate

While he could not guarantee the Sherman Minton Bridge would top that list, Paul said it would have to rank rather high “since not another bridge is closed on an interstate in the nation.”

Kentucky Gov. Steve Beshear (D), who also toured the bridge, said his state's transportation department “feels comfortable that a total replacement not necessary, but we'll know the full picture in a week to 10 days.”

Beshear said the two-and-a-half inch crack that forced the bridge's closure has been fixed, but officials will keep the span closed for inspections.

Testing and analysis done over the past two weeks showed the crack dates from 1962, the year the bridge opened, Beshear said, adding inspectors are not sure whether it worsened over time. He could not give a timeframe for when the bridge would be reopened.

Beshear met with the president Sept. 22 and asked him to work with Congress to immediately authorize federal emergency funds to repair the Sherman Minton Bridge, which carries Interstate 64 between Louisville and southern Indiana.  “The immediate repair of the Sherman Minton Bridge is one of my top priorities, and should be a priority in Washington,” Beshear said.
Center for Environmental Excellence by AASHTO
Items Recently Posted on the Center for Environmental Excellence by AASHTO Website 

The following items were recently posted on the Center website at http://environment.transportation.org.

· Case Studies of Green Stormwater Infrastructure Projects Now Available 

· EPA Seeks Applicants for Smart Growth Technical Assistance 

· FHWA Posts Transportation Conformity Highlights for July/August 2011 

· FHWA Workshops Address Approaches to Implement Livability Projects 

· FTA Issues Proposed Circular on Environmental Justice 
· Case Study: I-90 Snoqualmie Pass East Project Improves Mobility for People and Wildlife 

· Missouri DOT Uses Insects to Control Invasive Weed 

· Report Highlights Regional Sustainable Development Initiatives in Rural, Small Communities 

· Report Presents Strategies for Redeveloping Urban Freeways into Multimodal Corridors 

· Webinar Covers Mitigation Options Using FHWA Eco-Logical Approach 

Web Watch

Recent Internet postings of interest to transportation and environmental professionals.
AASHTO

· Online Voting Extended for America's Transportation Awards Competition: Public Will Decide People's Choice Winner
American Public Transportation Association

· TTI Report Says Public Transit Saved 796 Million Hours of Delay on our Nation’s Roads
Associated General Contractors of America

· AGC to Participate in Development of New EPA Rulemaking on Water Jurisdiction
Congress for the New Urbanism

· CNU Members Identify Freeways Without Futures
Eno Transportation Foundation

· Read the September 2011 Issue of Eno Brief Today
Environmental Council of the States

· States Warn U.S. EPA, Congress that Further Cuts Will Impede Environmental Progress
Environmental and Energy Study Institute

· Climate Change News, Sept. 26, 2011
Environmental Protection Agency

· EPA to Host Webinar on Applying to the Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities and Smart Growth Implementation Assistance Programs, Oct. 6, 2011
· EPA Launches New Mapping Tool to Improve Public Access to Enforcement Information
· Updated Profile Pages Now Available for 2010 and 2011 Climate Showcase Communities
Federal Highway Administration

· 2012 Transportation Planning Excellence Awards Open For Nominations Oct. 1–Dec. 1, 2011
· FHWA's STEP to Host Real Estate Services Webinar, Oct. 12, 2011
International Transport Forum

· Secretary General Carole Coune's Keynote Speech at the 24th World Road Congress in Mexico
National Center for Bicycling and Walking

· CenterLines Issue No. 288, Sept. 28, 2011
Natural Resources Defense Council

· Court Ruling: Panel Upholds Clean Truck Program Public Health Safeguards
· Switchboard NRDC Staff Blog: Diesel Pollution and Asthma: More Evidence that the Two are Closely Linked
Texas Transportation Institute

· Traffic Problems Tied to the Economy, 2011 Urban Mobility Report Says
· Valuing Research: TTI Assesses Loop 410 Improvements in San Antonio
Transportation Research Board

· 2012 Symposium on Mileage-Based User Fees and Transportation Finance Summit, on April 22–24, 2012
· NCHRP 25-37 (Request for Proposals) A Watershed Approach to Mitigating Stormwater Impacts 

· NCHRP 25-41 (Request for Proposals) Guidance for Achieving Volume Reduction of Highway Runoff in Urban Areas 

· TRB Webinar: Advanced Models to Characterize and Design Asphalt Pavements: Implementation and Application Examples, Oct. 12, 2011
· National Conference on Transportation Planning for Small and Medium-Sized Communities: Tools of the Trade on September 12-14, 2012
· NCHRP 08-36/Task 108 (Active) Framework for Improving Travel Behavior Data for Environmental Vehicle Analyses 
· NCHRP 25-39 (Request for Proposals) Environmental Performance Measures for State Departments of Transportation 
· 13th National Conference on Transportation Planning for Small and Medium-Sized Communities: Tools of the Trade on September 12-14, 2012
World Resources Institute

· Sustainable Transport Conference Launches with Reflections on Mobility in Mexico
