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	BI-PARTISAN WATER INVESTMENT BILL INTRODUCED





�
Senators Jim Jeffords (I-VT), Bob Smith (R-NH), Bob Graham (D-FL) and Michael Crapo (R-ID) introduced the Water Investment Act (S. 1961) to ensure the environmental and financial sustainability of our nation’s water programs. The legislation authorizes $35 billion over five years to modernize the operation of state water pollution control revolving funds and provide more flexibility in how the funds are allocated.





Jeffords, the Chair of the Environment & Public Works Committee said, “This legislation seeks to provide additional resources to states and localities to meet water infrastructure needs. Simultaneously, it seeks to move the state-of-the-art in water program management forward by increasing the flexibility offered to states in administering their water programs. This will ensure that “next generation” of water quality issues receive the appropriate focus, and institutionalize financial management capacity in our nation’s water systems.”





The legislation would make several changes to the clean water state revolving fund (SRF). The SRF is currently distributed by states by a formula allocation that is loosely tied to population data, which has existed since the 1970s. The bill would reconfigure the SRF so that is based on the needs survey conducted by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). For the first time, 


�it would allow privately owned systems to access the funds. NSPE was a strong supporter of the creation of the SRF program





The bill would allow for extension of the loan term from 20 years to 30 years and would allow for principle forgiveness. Communities that are not disadvantaged would be eligible for “more favorable loan terms” if they show that the financial benefit would be used to develop a rate structure that would help low-income ratepayers. Recipients of the funds would need to have “basic technical, managerial, and financial capacity to operate their system.” This includes calling on utilities to have to have asset management planning in place or in development. 





The bill also places a renewed emphasis on consolidation, private-public partnerships, non-point source issues and non-traditional practices such as decentralized wastewater systems and wetlands restoration.





While the bill falls short of the $57 billion sought by the Water Infrastructure Network (WIN), it is a big step toward closing the gap between funding levels and needs. In testimony before the Senate Environment & Public Works Committee, NSPE endorsed the bill saying it is the right direction to take toward closing the gap and imbalance between local/state and federal funding.
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�
SIGNIFICANT DROP IN HIGHWAY REVENUES�



When Congress passed the Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21), it sought to guarantee that whatever revenue was deposited in the Highway Trust Fund is spent on highway needs. Accordingly, each year the highway funding levels authorized by TEA-21 are adjusted. This process, known as the revenue aligned budget authority (RABA), seeks to equalize the revenues and expenditures.





The Treasury Department reported that actual revenue collections for FY01 were almost $3.5 billion lower than authorized. It also forecasts that highway tax revenue for FY03 will be nearly $1.5 billion lower.





Among the factors contributing to lower tax revenues are:





Slower than expected growth in truck traffic, resulting in lower sales of diesel fuel which is taxed at a higher rate than gasoline.


Gasohol, which is taxed a lower rate than gasoline, sales are higher than anticipated.


Lower than expected sales of trucks and trailers, which are taxed for the trust fund.





As a result, the administration submitted a budget request for $23.2 billion—a reduction of $8.6 billion, or 27 percent. In FY02, $31.8 billion was appropriated.





Virtually all states would be negatively impacted if the funding level falls below the authorized level. Failure to restore funding 


�


to the authorized level will delay hundreds of projects intended to reduce congestion, 


improve public health and safety, and encourage private sector investment in the vicinity of a project. Moreover, the reduction could result in the loss of hundreds of thousands of jobs.





In an effort to mitigate the reduction, the Senate Environment & Public Works (E&PW) Committee and 74 of the 75 members of the House Transportation & Infrastructure (T&I) Committee introduced legislation (S. 1917/H.R. 3694) to increase FY03 highway funding by $4.4 billion above the budget request. The bipartisan, bicameral legislation would amend TEA-21 to read “the obligations for federal-aid highway and highway safety construction programs shall not be less than $27.746 billion for fiscal 2003.”





To date, a majority of the House and a quarter of the Senate have signed on as co-sponsors. Representative Don Young (R-AK), chair of the T&I Committee noted that “Republicans and Democrats from every state in the nation are joining this effort to restore $4.4 billion in highway funding in this year’s budget.” NSPE members are urged to contact their senators and representatives urging them to co-sponsor the bills. A sample letter can be found in the Legislative Action Center at www.nspe.org. 
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