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Sadly, the highway bill that passed the U.S. House of Representatives last week was a pork-stuffed budget-buster. On top of that, it shortchanged Arizona. We are one of the fastest-growing states in the country, and we need new and improved highways. What we don’t need is a system that sends our gas tax money to Washington, returns only a portion of it and gives the rest to politically influential states. And we certainly don’t need to support a coast-to-coast buffet of earmarked non-highway special projects allocated as political favors.

The federal government levies an 18.4-cent tax on every gallon of gas sold in America.  That money is collected by the federal government and is supposed to be returned to the states, according to a formula.  Unfortunately, Arizona does not do well under this system.  Under the last major highway bill, which passed in 1998, Arizona got back 87 cents for every dollar we sent (only Texas, Florida, and Georgia got less).  In comparison, Alaska got more than $6 back for every dollar sent, Washington, D.C. got $3.47, South Dakota got $2.25, and Rhode Island got $2.20. Our neighbor New Mexico got $1.13 back.

Under the bill that passed last week, Arizona was promised 90.5 cents back on each dollar, but there is no guarantee we will get even that. A family in Arizona shouldn’t be paying for subways in Chicago or bike paths in New Hampshire. The current formula is unfair to Arizona, and the bill that passed last week, without my vote, doesn’t fix it.

In addition, the highway bill contained 4,128 personal projects requested by individual members of Congress. These projects, called earmarks, totaled over $12.4 billion. Some are for highways and roads. Many are not. These earmarks let members of Congress make transportation decisions that should be made by each state’s highway experts.

Many of these projects do nothing to help our serious transportation needs. The earmarks in this year’s highway bill included $7 million for a snowmobile trail in Vermont, $1 million to rebuild the home of James Madison, $3.5 million for the Packard Automobile Museum in Ohio, and $4 million to remove graffiti in Brooklyn and Queens, New York.

Money spent on personal projects may win kudos for local congressmen, but it is often wasted or misused, and creates a dynamic where members of Congress are expected to deliver goodies for their districts. Because Congressmen control the earmarks, they have a compelling personal incentive to support more and more government spending.

In 1987, Ronald Reagan vetoed a highway bill he called a “textbook example of pork barrel politics.” That bill contained 152 earmarks. The 1998 highway bill, the first one after Republicans took control of Congress, had 1,850 – more than 12 times as many. This year’s bill, after ten years of Republican control, has over 4,000, more than double that number.

Members of Congress should serve the whole nation in addition to the needs of their districts. The United States is facing a massive budget deficit and a record national debt, as well as huge new costs associated with protecting America from international terror. Arizona deserves its fair share of federal highway money, and pork barrel spending is a waste we simply cannot afford. 
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