Senate Bill 152 talking points

What the bill does specifically: SB 152 is enabling legislation that allows two or more municipalities to create a corporation for the purpose of coordinating public transportation options on a regional level.  This is currently being done on an informal level in many parts of the state through various Memoranda of Agreement or Understanding.  SB 152 allows the formalization of these agreements, similar to the way a port authority allows municipalities to form a joint corporation.  The bill is framework legislation that authorizes the formation of an RTA and empowers it to enter into contracts; accept contributions, grants, or loans from any public or private agency; incur obligations and issue bonds; and acquire, manage, and convey real property in furtherance of its mission.

The bill, in its current form, costs the state nothing. The bill provides a framework for existing government entities (municipalities) to form a transit authority with the goal of coordinating regional transportation infrastructure across jurisdictions.  This bill does not obligate municipalities to do so.  It merely enables them to do so in a formalized manner. The regional transit authority would have the power to bond for projects and accept federal grants and loans for projects.

Many other western states, such as New Mexico, Washington, and Texas already have similar frameworks in place and will be better positioned to receive federal dollars for transit projects in the future.  In most cases, these RTAs pay for projects through a combination of local government contributions, gross receipts taxes, fare box fees (rider revenue) and other public subsidies.  It is important to remember that highway projects do not pay for themselves and also require taxpayer dollars for construction and maintenance. 

The Federal Highway Trust Fund has run out of money, yet the federal government continues to operate under continuing emergency budget appropriations to sustain highway spending.  This is not sustainable and will eventually lead to a shift in the way the federal government will fund transportation projects for roads. DOT is aware of this, the Legislature is aware of this. And local municipalities should be aware of this.  In June 2009, Congressional House Transportation Committee Chairman James Oberstar (D-MN) released his draft of proposed updates to expiring surface transportation funding. Federal Transportation reauthorization funds will likely place more emphasis on user fees and transit projects rather than highways or earmarking. The reauthorization bill places strong emphasis on maintaining existing infrastructure rather than building new roads, and will likely contain more money for transit, including provisions allowing states to use federal money for public transit operating costs. 

Establishing local and regional government infrastructure to receive federal money focused on transit projects will be increasingly important. The RTA should be thought of as an appropriate new entity for capturing federal dollars under a new transportation funding adjudication regime that focuses on regional transit projects rather than simply roads and highways. 

By planning regionally, Alaskans can better meet increased demands and manage an integrated system as it matures.  Most proposed new road projects require a 5 to 7 year lead time on construction.  The RTA bill does not, in itself require built infrastructure and is therefore, a piece of transportation legislation that can be implemented immediately to assist local and regional governments in implementing solutions immediately.

Other transportation legislation currently being discussed

HB329 and HB330 are similar bills that seek to establish a dedicated transportation fund to address the fact that Alaska will likely receive less federal funding for transportation infrastructure projects in the future.  ACA has not yet developed a position on these bills. And while they do contain some provisions for financial support for public transportation like busses, it should be noted that the very principle of a dedicated fund is very controversial in its own rite. 

HB290 and SB218 are the Governor’s bills to suspend the state’s eight cent per gallon motor fuel tax.  Again, ACA has not developed a position on these bills, which ostensibly lead to the question of how the state proposes to sustainably pay for transportation projects. 

Senate Resource Committee co-chairs Bill Wielechowski and Lesil McGuire have forwarded a letter to the finance committee recommending, as part of a larger energy policy, $3 million to assist local communities in matching federal money for public transit projects.  The House special committee on energy discussed similar funding as part of a broad, statewide energy policy, but the idea was not looked upon favorably by certain members of the committee. State funding will likely be an important component to making the RTA work successfully, as Anchorage recently reduced it’s public transportation service due to budget cuts. 

