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Editor’s Note: I pitched this essay as an op-ed piece to the Washington Post and they politely declined. Perhaps you can use this 800-words-or-less op-ed in your community. 
-- Pat Jones

President Bill Clinton gave an important speech on July 27 before the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s inaugural conference on obesity. A highlight of the conference was the release of a report stating that obesity costs the US $147 billion a year in direct health care costs.

Less reported but equally important was the miniature sermon Mr. Clinton dropped into the very middle of his speech. He said, “Most of the debates in Washington debate two questions. What are you going to do and how much money are you going to spend on it? There is relatively little time spent on the third question: however much money you’ve got to spend on whatever it is you’re going to do, how do you propose to turn your good intentions into positive changes? The how question, in the end, matters more than the how much question. Not because money doesn’t matter but because if you answer the how question you can get more money for what you’re trying to do.”

Earlier this year the Bipartisan Policy Center, a Washington think tank, issued a report called “Performance Driven: A New Vision for U.S. Transportation Policy.” This report tries to address all three of the questions President Clinton mentioned. But, refreshingly, it takes special aim at the question of how. 

The Bipartisan Policy Center report raises the fundamental concern “that existing revenue mechanisms fail to take advantage of the fact that the performance of the transportation system can be directly influenced by how users pay for it.” That’s a fancy way of saying what the Washington Post’s lead editorial on July 29 stated so clearly: Virginia’s system of paying for and maintaining roads has collapsed because it relies on a funding mechanism – taxes on the sale of cars and gasoline – that is unsustainable.

The average Virginia motorist has little idea how he pays for roads. He’s upset that urban congestion is growing worse with each passing day. He’s frustrated because the state legislature keeps getting wrapped up in endless, futile debates on whether to raise the gas tax or where to spend the scarce transportation dollars. He doesn’t understand why we can’t seem to solve this problem.

A major part of the problem is how we pay for transportation. In much of the country, we pay for roads with taxes on gasoline and diesel. The federal government collects 18.4 cents on every gallon of gasoline sold in America. That money goes to Washington where it is then redistributed to the 50 states using elaborate formulas to determine how much each state should receive. Each state levies its own tax on gasoline and diesel, which varies from state to state, and has its own arcane (usually political) system to determine where it will spend gas taxes. In some states, there is no requirement that gas taxes be spent on transportation. Some states spend gas taxes on non-transportation purposes such as education and general government.

Money from the federal gas tax has been declining in recent years because fuel economy standards are rising and inflation is stripping away the purchasing power of the tax, which hasn’t been increased since 1993. Many experts believe the gas tax is an ineffective way to pay for transportation. Two congressionally chartered commissions have issued reports in the last two years that focus on transportation funding. Both commissions urge Congress to move away from the gas tax and towards a mileage based user fee that more accurately reflects the miles people actually drive on the highway. Road tolls are one example of these types of fees and they are currently used successfully in 35 states, including Virginia.

Congestion charging or road pricing is another mechanism that allows motorists to gain access to uncongested highways by paying a fee. The fee goes up or down depending on the level of congestion and is set to achieve a specific performance level, such as the ability to drive 55 mph without delays. The high occupancy toll or HOT lanes that will soon be operating on Washington’s Capital Beltway (I-495) in Virginia are one example of this type of mileage-based user fee that both raises money for transportation and fights congestion. 

Tolls and congestion charges are very effective ways to pay for transportation. These fees address the very important question President Bill Clinton raised in his recent speech on obesity: how do you propose to turn your good intentions into positive changes? Tolling and congestion charging are already bringing about positive changes in transportation. Experience around the world suggests that tolling and pricing benefit all income groups. Tolls are helping Americans make more conscious choices about how and when to travel and what they expect to receive in return for the payments they make to support our transportation system. 

-- Pat Jones 

