Federal funding may redefine Connecticut’s key transportation challenges
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More than five years ago, the State Transportation Strategy Board (TSB) and the Connecticut Department of Transportation (DOT), estimated it would take a minimum of $5 billion (and perhaps as much as $10 or $12 billion) to implement new projects to improve the state’s transportation infrastructure. Since then, the General Assembly and the governor have worked together to allocate funds for some transportation projects, but that funding has only been a small percentage of the overall amount now needed to make real changes. 

Funding is the key component most often sighted in defining Connecticut’s transportation challenges, particularly with respect to major new projects designed to insure our infrastructure can support a 21st century economy. But that perspective is about to be challenged and a new definition may well emerge.  

Nearly a trillion dollars of new federal spending on public works projects across the U.S. is expected be approved by President-elect Obama’s new administration.  That means Connecticut could possibly receive at least the $5 billion called for by the TSB, and maybe even more.  But there’s a catch.  Obama is indicating that the money will be tied to performance goals.  One goal is speed—the ability to quickly apply the funds to projects that are ready to go in order to stimulate job growth and foster economic recovery. Using the money to conduct studies or help pay for a "wish list" of future projects is apparently not going to be considered as an option for receiving federal dollars. 

Governor Rell’s administration is hard at work assembling a list of so-called “shovel-ready” projects – projects where issues such as permitting and public support have already been favorably addressed, or will be, within the next few months.  Other criteria being applied in selecting these projects include a preference for projects associated with “transit-oriented development” or “responsible growth.”

This process provides both a major test and a major opportunity for the administration and our state.  If Connecticut can quickly come up with a list of eligible projects, if a majority of those projects align well with the highest-priority projects identified by the TSB as being important to the economic future of our state, and if those projects can be efficiently executed on-time and on-budget with the new federal funding, then Connecticut can feel confident that the planning, prioritizing and execution capabilities of our state are sound and that the key challenge really is funding.  This would provide a much-needed boost to public confidence in the DOT and the state’s ability to affectively apply tax dollars to transportation priorities.  It could even help create broad support for increased state transportation funding through such currently controversial methods as high-speed electronic tolling or an increase in the gas tax.

On the other hand, if the state cannot capitalize on this opportunity, we’ll need to take a much closer look at the impediments to identifying and implementing high-priority transportation projects in a quick and efficient manner.  The state will have to redefine its key transportation challenge as something other than funding and solve those challenges before asking Connecticut taxpayers to dig deeper.

We hope Connecticut can take the necessary steps to insure swift and efficient use of the billions of federal transportation dollars expected to become available from Washington.  If that happens Connecticut’s economy will get a much needed boost, and we’ll be on our way to creating the kind of modern transportation infrastructure necessary to keep our state globally competitive.

