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Date:

July 11th, 2005

To: 

Policy Committee


Cc: 

AMPO Membership


  
  From:  
Debbie Singer

RE: 
HIGH HOPES FOR QUICK COMPLETION OF REAUTHORIZATION BILL
Congress and staffers alike are optimistic that a long-term transportation reauthorization bill will be enacted within the next two to three weeks.  This optimism stems from the formal progress that the conference committee has made up to this point as well as the informal discussions that took place during the July 4th recess.

An overall funding level of $286.5 through FY 2009 has been agreed to in the conference committee.  This number, slightly above the House-passed and Administration approved $284 billion through FY 2009, would guarantee that all states would receive at least 92 cents back for every dollar that they pay into the Highway Trust Fund by 2009.  The fact that some agreement has been made on this issue is positive in moving the reauthorization bill forward, as this issue held up progress on the passage of a compromise bill last year.

Conferees have also apparently agreed to a transit funding percentage.  Public transit programs will receive approximately 18.6 percent of overall funding, slightly higher than the last reauthorization.

Many other language disputes have apparently been resolved, allowing Congressional staffers to handle approximately 85 percent of the bill.  The other 15 percent will require some additional meetings between lawmakers so as to find compromises on policy differences.  One of the major issues that still must be worked out is how money from the trust fund will be divided for each individual state.  The Senate Bill uses an equity bonus formula while the House Bill uses a number of criteria to derive these state allocations.  The Senate believes its’ method is superior, as it relies on an objective mechanism to determine state funding levels.  The House believes its’ method is superior, because it is more flexible and can adapt accordingly to specific state concerns.

Conferees must also come to agreements on several discretionary programs that were in one chamber’s bill but not the other.  Determining which programs remain in a compromise bill and which ones do not would allow negotiators to use additional funding to handle shortfalls in other areas.

While conferees and staff members are optimistic, it is possible that Congress will have to pass one more extension before members vote on a compromise bill.  The current extension is set to expire on July 19th and some experts believe that while conferees are close to reaching a final agreement, they will need a bit longer to handle some of the controversial and/or more esoteric issues in the bill.  If this is the case, Congress would likely pass a ninth extension, that would last until July 31st, giving conferees a little extra time to work out these issues.  July 31st is the last day of session before the August recess and therefore if conferees are going to get a bill soon, it must be completed by the end of July.

We will keep you posted with additional information. 
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