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A Transportation Reform Agenda 
For the General Assembly’s Special Session Opening on June 23rd in Richmond

As the General Assembly prepares to convene its Special Session on transportation on June 23, it is clear that this could turn into a predictable stalemate.


Here is a transportation plan that could be adopted by the General Assembly to begin relieving congestion in key parts of our state, repair some of the road needs and prepare for a serious discussion on a long-term transportation blue print for Virginia.


These specific suggestions can be supported by research and analysis already completed by various organizations.  These actions will dramatically improve congestion in Virginia without the immediate need for a statewide tax increase.
1) A real cost/performance audit of VDOT is needed

The first step in determining how much more money needs to be spent on transportation and whether a statewide tax increase is appropriate should be an independent analysis of how current funds are being spent by our Virginia Department of Transportation.  The state needs to contract for a true efficiency audit of VDOT.  This audit should outline how VDOT can run more efficiently and should include those areas where VDOT is cost effective.  Suggested management efficiencies should be implemented before huge amounts of new money are invested.  
2) Congestion relief should be the top priority
It is critical is that the General Assembly make congestion relief the top priority in state transportation spending.  The spending criteria should be on reducing congestion significantly below today’s levels.  The standard for selecting investments should be the hours of delay-reduction produced for each million dollars of new investment. This should be the stated priority, codified in law, for all new transportation projects where state monies are involved.  

3) Change last year’s law to conform to the Supreme Court’s ruling.

The Supreme Court recently ruled that unelected regional transportation authorities cannot raise taxes.  The original law gave the authority to raise the various fees and taxes detailed in that bill to the local governing bodies – the Boards of Supervisors and the City Councils.  Governor Kaine changed that bill.  The General Assembly could simply recraft the bill to its original format and it would produce about $1 million a day for transportation needs in Northern Virginia and about $500,000 a day in Hampton Roads.  An additional change to this bill should be that all new monies will be used exclusively for congestion relief.

4) Commit to passing a new road maintenance program next year.

Road maintenance is a critical need in our state.  But how to fund it and how to prioritize it is a serious question.  When Virginia contracted out 250 miles of interstate maintenance to a private company, VMS, there was great hope that savings and quality would be secured for the state.  Yet, there has never been a final accounting of exactly how much money was saved by this private company doing specifically contracted maintenance work.  Preliminary numbers, years ago, indicated that millions of dollars were saved.  We know that Florida contracted out maintenance and saved scores of millions of dollars.  The key to major savings seems to be long-term performance based maintenance contracts.  Before a serious discussion can be held on how best to finance additional road maintenance, the General Assembly needs to know how much can be saved from the current road maintenance budget and much more maintenance can be achieved by using these savings exclusively for road maintenance.

5) Adopt the Missouri Bridge Repair Program.
The State of Missouri has contracted out the repair of 800 of its most dangerous bridges to a private company in the Safe and Sound Bridge Program.  That company has agreed to finance the reconstruction or rehabilitation all of these bridges over the next five years, and it will be paid back over the next 25 years from a portion of the state’s federal bridge building funds.  Virginia should follow the lead of Missouri and get the most dangerous bridges in our state repaired quickly.
6) Lease the Dulles Toll Road and build the tunnel under Tyson’s Corner.

The Supreme Court has allowed law suits to continue on the state’s transfer of the Dulles Toll Road to the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority.  This means years of additional delay before the Rail to Dulles project can proceed.  The General Assembly should require that the Dulles Toll Road be leased to the private sector and that the resulting windfall of $1 billion to $1.5 billion be used to build the tunnel under Tyson’s Corner if this project is to proceed.  The MWAA will have to be a significant partner in this effort since the toll road is built on its property.  A partnership with this fact in mind should be able to be crafted.

7) Bring the private sector into a full partnership on transportation.

Billions of private sector dollars are available to build roads, bridges and intersections (and repair bridges as outline is # 4 above) if Virginia would make it clear that private resources will be a major key to future transportation improvements.  Private sector financing is part of the High Occupancy Toll Lane (HOT Lane) project in Northern Virginia, and private dollars have been spent on other specific projects in the state.  Virginia should expand the use of public private partnerships and urge many additional proposals from qualified companies.  State concessions to private companies could be the key to expanding the tunnel crossings in the Hampton Roads area, improving I-81, and other new transportation projects in key areas of the state.  

8) Make toll roads the “first option” for building new roads.

Expanding private toll projects could bring new roads to our state much more quickly than is the case today.  Given the double-digit construction cost inflation we’ve seen this decade, every day we wait to build new projects will drive up the costs significantly. And imposing tolls on existing interstate highways would help out-of-state drivers who use our interstates (especially I-95, I-85 and I-81) to pay for the maintenance of these same roads.  Under current technology, in-state cars could be given a discount on tolling or even given a “free ride.”  New “truck toll lanes” should be re-considered on I-81.
9) Double decking main roads should be encouraged.

The General Assembly should consider incentives for private companies that will double deck key road arteries such as Route 7 through Tyson’s Corner and Route 66 inside the Capital Beltway.  Building vertically rather than horizontally could save huge amounts of money in land acquisition and delays in environmental requirements.  Two-tier roadways make sense and should be a priority to relieve congestion.
10) Explore for gas and oil and use the royalties for transportation.

It is irresponsible for our elected officials to refuse to allow Virginia to find out what gas and oil reserves are available 50 miles or more off our coast.  With gas prices over $4.00 a gallon and American men and women fighting in the Middle East, it only makes sense for Virginia to drill for gas and oil in a responsible fashion.  Billions of dollars in potential royalty payments are available to Virginia by drilling for oil and gas with modern environmentally sensitive technologies.  This should be a priority of our state’s elected officials, both state and federal.

11) Create a long-term” Transportation Blue Print for Virginia.”
A true Blue Ribbon Commission on Virginia’s Transportation Future should be convened with real experts.  The purpose of this Commission should be to craft a long-term plan focused on relieving congestion, improving commerce and helping the environment.  

A fascinating study was completed in August 2006 by the highly respected Reason Foundation on what it would cost to build a congestion relieving transportation infrastructure in Virginia by 2030.  That study should be the basis for a serious “Transportation Blue Print” that our state would commit to building over the next 22 years.  Reason said the transportation spine, which would have a significantly positive impact on congestion, would cost about $13 billion in today’s money.  Additional roads and transit could be added to this “spine” by the state and localities with additional funding. We could build a congestion-reducing transportation network by 2030 and is should be the state’s priority
The Virginia Chamber of Commerce contracted with the Thomas Jefferson Institute in 1999 to craft a plan for prioritizing transportation projects.  This study, along with the one completed by the Reason Foundation in August of 2006, should be part of this Commission.  That Jefferson Institute study for the Chamber is still relevant today. See http://www.thomasjeffersoninst.org/pdf/articles/politics_planning.pdf.
12) Land use and transportation policy needs to be reviewed and updated.

Recently, a fascinating transportation report was released by a group of interested folks in Virginia that was drafted by Mr. Patrick McSweeney, a noted constitutional attorney in Richmond, which discussed – among other things – how land use policy needs to be reconsidered in order to build a more relevant transportation network in our state.  That study should be fully aired and discussed to see what parts fit best into a modern congestion-relief transportation program for Virginia.

13)  Localities should take on more responsibility for roads.
Virginia is one of a handful of states where the state’s transportation department is the “central control” for building and maintaining most roads and transit systems.  It is long past time for Virginia to turn over at least the responsibilities of building and maintaining our secondary roads to the counties and cities of Virginia.  This could be done over a designated period of time, maybe 10 years, with local neighborhood roads being the first to be transferred.  Primary roads turned over to local jurisdiction responsibility should be the long term goal.  Funding authority should be transferred as well to these local governing bodies, current maintenance monies could be transferred to these jurisdictions, and the use of public private partnerships should be the required first option for spending transportation dollars.  If road maintenance was the responsibility of elected local governing bodies, approval of new development and its designed would be significantly altered since road maintenance, including snow removal, would be changed to make such development more efficient and sensible.
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