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The massive highway bill that passed the House of Representatives last week is an example of everything that is wrong in Washington: undisciplined and excessive spending, Congressional pork projects, and programs unrelated to highways. It is bad policy, and, worse, it’s bad for Arizona. 

Funding highways and transportation is important. The nation’s economy depends on our infrastructure, and no one who lives in a fast-growing area like Phoenix doubts that we need a better transportation system. Unfortunately, this bill fell short.

Earlier this year, President Bush proposed a reasonable increase in highway funding of 17% over the next six years. The House bill will increase spending by at least 26%. At this level, Congress will be forced to either raise gas taxes or raid the general fund and increase our $500 billion annual deficit. 

But even that wasn’t enough. The bill contains a provision forcing an automatic increase in spending two years from now. This, in effect, guarantees that we will spend billions beyond the $275 billion proponents claim. 

In 1987, President Reagan vetoed a highway bill he called a “textbook example of pork barrel politics” because it contained 152 earmarks – special projects requested by individual members of Congress. This year’s highway bill has 3,249. While it is true that many of these projects are sought by members for their districts, more and more they are unsolicited offers. These projects hurt all taxpayers because they are allocated not on the basis of merit, but on the basis of power and position. Fundamentally, that is unfair. 

Arizona has never done well under the highway funding system.  We are supposed to get back 90.5 cents of every dollar we send to Washington. In fact, under the last major highway bill, which passed in 1998, Arizonans got back only 87 cents for every dollar (only Georgia and Florida taxpayers received less). Alaska got more than $6 back for every dollar it paid in gas taxes; Washington, D.C. got $3.47, Rhode Island got $2.20, and Vermont got $1.80.

We will do even worse under this new bill.  Because of the growth in the number of earmarks, the 90.5-cent formula guarantee will apply to a smaller portion of funds over the next six years. We will receive significantly less than the 87 cents on the dollar we got under the old law. 

Often these earmarks include items not even related to highways, like the $8.5 million for museums, $2 million for a ferryboat in Massachusetts, and $4 million to reduce graffiti in New York City in this bill.  Alaska alone will receive over $540 million in special projects, or $831 per person. If all the money in the highway bill for special projects were allocated according to the standard formula, Arizona would receive an additional $241 million.

Earmarks are especially pernicious because they create an incentive for Congressmen to vote for ever-higher spending. It should be the job of state and local governments to decide how transportation money is spent, based on merit.

Finally, according to analysts in Washington, only between 50 and 60 percent of the money in the “highway bill” will be spent directly on general-use highways.

Pork barrel politics and budgetary smoke and mirrors were used to get the highway bill through the House of Representatives last week. The Bush administration has threatened to veto this legislation. Reagan used his veto on a popular, but bloated highway bill in an election year. It is a good time for history to repeat itself.

Page 1 of 2

