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Transportation for America (T4America) is an alliance of elected, business and civic leaders from communities across the country, united 
to ensure that states and the federal government step up to invest in smart, homegrown, locally-driven transportation solutions — because 
these are the investments that hold the key to our future economic prosperity. 

 

 

TO: Sacramento Area Council of Governments 
FROM: Transportation for America 
DATE: August 18, 2014 
RE: Highway Trust Fund 
 
Action Taken By Congress in July 
Just before Congress recessed for the August recess, they passed legislation to both extend MAP-21 through 
May 31, 2015 and transfer $10.8 billion from the general fund to cover the anticipated shortfall in the 
Highway Trust Fund over the next 10 months.  
 
During debate over the legislation in the Senate there was a bipartisan effort to shorten the length of the 
extension to December 31, 2014 and reduce the transfer from general fund correspondingly. One of the lead 
Senators in pushing this effort was Senator Boxer. Although the amendment received bipartisan support when 
it was voted on by the Senate the House did not support the amendment. As a result, it was not included in the 
final version of the legislation that was passed by the House and Senate and signed into law by the President of 
August 8, 2014.  
 
Both the Senators who championed the amendment as well as transportation stakeholders, including 
Transportation for America, who supported the amendment argued that tackling the ongoing funding shortfall 
the Highway Trust Fund has faced over the past several years during the lame duck session of Congress may 
take away some of the political pressures members face before an election and enable them to truly pass a 
long-term funding solution to the Highway Trust Fund. 
 
Concerns About the Length of the Extension 
One of the greatest concerns of transportation stakeholders about the both the length the extension of MAP-
21 as well as the when the next must pass fix to the Highway Trust Fund will hit is the other must pass 
legislation Congress will be working on at the same time.  
 
Specifically, the Department of Treasury will hit the statutory debt limit in mid-March 2015. If Congress does 
not pass legislation to increase the statutory debt limit by mid-March the U.S. government will have to default 
on some of its obligations and will have to shut down some programs, an event that would cause severe market 
turmoil. Additionally, Congress must pass legislation before March 31, 2015 delay reductions to the 
Sustainable Growth Rate (SGR), which is used to determine physicians’ reimbursement rates under Medicare. 
The current SGR formula has threatened to impose steep cuts in Medicare physician fee schedule payments 
for care provided to America’s seniors because of how the SGR is calculated. To prevent this, Congress has 
passed a series of temporary fixes to the SGR to prevent these payment reductions so that doctors will 
continue to see Medicare patients.  
 
The combination of the debt limit and the SGR fix have many transportation stakeholders concerned that 
Congress will face too many must do pieces of legislation at approximately the same time as MAP-21 will 
expire and the Highway Trust Fund will need a general fund transfer. Also, many are concerned that in 
addition to these must pass pieces of legislation as well as 2016 being a presidential election year that a true 
conversation about passing a funding fix to the Highway Trust Fund and a reauthorization of MAP-21 could 
slip until after the 2016 election.  
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Options for Fixing the Looming Insolvency of the Highway Trust Fund 
As Congress continues to debate a long-term solution for the Highway Trust Fund, a number of different 
funding mechanisms are being considered. One of the greatest obstacles to Congress developing a long-term 
funding solution is members of Congress are concerned about voting for a tax increase. Last time Congress 
voted to increase the gas tax it was was paired with a deficit reduction package. This comes at the same time as 
numerous national poles indicate Americans support investment transportation, but this support decreases 
when they do not have a good sense of what this increased investment is actually purchasing them. 
 
Corporate Tax Reform 
As part of the President’s MAP-21 reauthorization proposal, the GROW AMERICA Act, the President 
proposed to increased investment in transportation by 37 percent over MAP-21. To raise this revenue, the 
President has talked about corporate tax reform but has not released a specific proposal to raise the revenue. 
The Administration’s proposal simply indicates that the GROW AMERICA Act will dedicate $150 billion in 
one-time transitional revenue from pro-growth business tax reform to pay for critical transportation 
improvements. 
 
Increasing the Gas Tax 
A number of traditional transportation stakeholders support an increase to the gas tax, at least in the short 
term, to address the continuing shortfall in revenue facing the Highway Trust Fund. In supporting an increase 
the gas tax, they also support indexing the gas tax to inflation to ensure its purchasing power does not 
continue to wane. Another point that is raised in support of increasing the gas tax is as cars become more fuel 
efficient, the gas tax collecting is shrinking but the need to repair and make improvements to our 
transportation infrastructure are increasing. A number of transportation stakeholders are pointing to data 
that demonstrates that when a state increases its gas tax, the price of gas does not increase proportionality. 
 
In Congress, Congressman Blumenauer (D-OR) has introduced legislation H.R. 3636, the UPDATE Act, which 
would phase in a 15-cent increase in the gas tax over three years. In the Senate Senator Murphy (D-CT) and 
Senator Corker (R-TN) have proposed to increase the gas tax by 12-cents over the next two years.  
 
Also, when the Senate Finance Committee considered legislation to shore up the Highway Trust Fund in the 
immediate future Senator Carper (D-DE) and Senator Enzi (R-ID) introduced an amendment to simply tie the 
gas tax to inflation. Senator Carper also introduced an amendment to increase the gas tax 12-cents over the 
next two years and tie it to inflation. 
 
The President has indicated in the past that he would not support a gas tax increase. However, as Secretary 
Foxx has traveled to promote the GROW AMERICA Act he has ever so slightly opened up to a potential gas 
tax increase to shore of the Highway Trust Fund. 
 
Converting the Gas Tax to an Up Barrel Sales Tax 
Congressman DeFazio (D-OR) has introduced legislation H.R. 4848, the Repeal and Rebuild Act, that would 
repeal the federal gas tax and replace it with an increased tax on a barrel of oil that is processed into gasoline 
to $6.75. This tax would be indexed to inflation. Also, the legislation would index the diesel tax in inflation. This 
revenue would backfill the Highway Trust Fund shortfall. Congressman DeFazio argues this legislation would 
support a $324 billion six-year reauthorization of MAP-21. 
 
Greater Use of Bond, Infrastructure Banks and Public-Private Partnerships 
Senate Finance Committee Chairman Wyden (D-OR) and Senator Hoeven (R-ND) have introduced S. 1250, 
the Transportation and Regional Infrastructure Project (TRIP) Bonds Act to allow states to issues up to $50 



 
 

Page 3 of 4  

1707 L Street, N.W., Suite 250 • Washington, DC 20036  www.t4america.org 

billion - $1 billion per state – in bonds for transportation infrastructure projects over a six year period. These 
bonds would be issued by or for the benefit of a state infrastructure bank to fund qualified projects. Under the 
legislation, qualified projects include roads, bridges, rail and transit systems, ports and inland waterways 
proposed and approved by a state infrastructure bank. As the conversation surrounding a long-term solution 
to the Highway Trust Fund continues in Congress, we expect Chairman Wyden to continue to push for TRIP 
Bond proposal, especially as the top Democrat on the Senate Finance Committee. 
 
Senator Warner (D-VA) has introduced S. 1716, the BRIDGE Act to establish a Infrastructure Financing 
Authority to provide direct loans and loan guarantees for the construction or repair of transportation, water 
and energy infrastructure projects. Projects to receive assistance under the BRIDGE would have to have an 
anticipated cost of $50 million or more, expect for rural projects where the anticipated project cost would 
have to be $10 billion. The Infrastructure Financing Authority would fund no more than 49 percent of a 
project costs. One of the objectives of the legislation is to spur private sector investment. 
 
Congressman John Delaney (D-MD) and Senator Bennet (D-CO) have both introduced the Partnership to 
Build America Act with bipartisan support. This legislation would establish an American Infrastructure Fund to 
provide bond guarantees and make loans to states, local governments and non-profit infrastructure providers 
for transportation, energy, water, communication and educational facility infrastructure projects. To 
encourage the private sector to purchase these bonds, they would be able to repatriate a certain amount in 
overseas earnings tax-free for every $1 they invest in the bonds.  
 
Moving to a Vehicles Miles Traveled Funding Stream 
The previous transportation authorization bill, SAFETEA-LU, recognized the looming shortfall in the Highway 
Trust Fund by authorizing two commissions to evaluate and make recommendations for alternative funding 
sources for the Highway Trust Fund. The National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Study 
Commission (Commission) recommended transitioning from a gas tax to a user-fee based on vehicles miles 
traveled. The Commission highlighted that new vehicle designs are more fuel-efficient and public transit 
ridership is increasing, leading to less gas consumed. Also, the Commission pointed out that inflation has 
eroded the purchasing power of the fuel tax. All of these trends have created a dent in gas tax revenue, and the 
Commission argues that the vehicles-miles-traveled fee would be a way to mitigate these losses. Included in 
SAFETEA-LU was a provision to enable Oregon to try this on a pilot basis.  
 
Congressman Blumenauer has introduced legislation that would fund a vehicle-miles-traveled pilot program 
to examine a new source of funding that the Congressman argues would help make up for the Highway Trust 
Fund deficit. The legislation calls of the Secretary of Treasury to undertake a series of studies to demonstrate 
the viability of a vehicles-miles-traveled revenue source in every state. Also, Chairman Boxer’s MAP-21 
reauthorization bill passed the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee includes a provision 
encouraging states to look at alternative mechanisms to fund transportation. 
 
At the federal level criticism to moving to vehicle-miles-traveled system of funding the Highway Trust Fund 
mainly centers on the implications of a vehicles-miles-traveled funding mechanism. 
 
Devolving the Transportation Program to the States 
Senator Lee (R-UT) and Congressman Graves (R-GA) have introduced legislation, the Transportation 
Empowerment Act that would devolve the federal surface transportation program to the states. Specifically, 
the legislation would lower the gas tax from 18.4 cents-per-gallon to 3.7 cents-per-gallon in five years. During 
that same time period, the bill would transfer authority over federal highways and transit programs to states 
and replace current congressional appropriations to block grants. Proponents of the legislation argue 
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transportation investment decisions are best left to the states, while opponents argue the federal government 
is suited to handle transportation infrastructure that runs across state lines. 
 
When the Senate considered legislation to extend MAP-21 through May 2015 and transfer $10.8 billion from 
the general fund to cover the shortfall in the Highway Trust Fund, a vote was taken on an amendment that was 
exactly the same as the bill. It failed on a vote of 28-69.   
 
Impact on California and the Sacramento Metropolitan Region 
According to the Federal Highway Administration’s (FHWA) Highway Statistics Series 2001-2012, “Revenue 
Used by States” 48.1% of California’s capital transportation budget is federal dollars. If Congress does not find 
a long-term solution to the Highway Trust Fund, California would stand lose $4,874,210,701 in federal 
highway and transit funding annually. This is based on FHWA’s Revised Apportionment for Federal-aid 
Highway Funds for FY2014, Table 1 and Federal Transit Administration’s (FTA) Allocations for Formula and 
Discretionary Programs by State FY1998-2014.  The Sacramento metropolitan region would stand to lose 
$59,451,807 in federal highway and transit funding. This is based on the FHWA’s “Fiscal year 2014 
Supplementary Tables, Tables 3 and 10” and FTA’s FY2014 Apportionment Tables. 


