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Date:

April 19, 2005

To: 

Policy Committee


Cc: 

AMPO Membership


  
  From:  
Debbie Singer

RE: 
SENATE FINANCE COMMITTEE APPROVES “HIGHWAY REAUTHORIZATION AND EXCISE TAX SIMPLIFICATION ACT OF 2005”
Earlier today, the Senate Finance Committee approved the “Highway Reauthorization and Excise Tax Simplification Act of 2005” which included an amendment offered by Senator Schumer (D-NY) that raised the commute benefit for transit and vanpools to $155 per month beginning in 2006.  This is an increase from $105 per month in 2005.  Last year’s version of SAFETEA had a similar provision, however it would have raised the benefit to $120 per month.  

Even though the Finance Committee has moved this portion of SAFETEA out of committee, the waiting game continues as Senate Majority Leader Frist (R-TN) has yet to schedule floor time in the Senate for debate.  Several other pieces of priority legislation are waiting in the wings along with the transportation bill, including budget provisions, an emergency supplemental, and several judicial appointments.  This all comes as a Senate recess during the first week in May approaches.  Some transportation insiders are optimistic that SAFETEA will be debated and passed prior to the May recess, however most folks are pessimistic, believing instead that Congress will pass another long-term extension.  Even if the Senate were able to debate and pass SAFETEA by the end of next week, it would take approximately two weeks to appoint conferees to the conference committee.  Once that occurs, experts believe that it will take six to eight weeks for a conference bill to be drafted.   So, regardless of whether the bill moves off the floor next week or not, we will likely see at least one more extension before a transportation bill is passed.  The question remains, however, as to how long that extension will last.

We will keep you posted with additional information.     
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