The Transportation Committee had its hands full again this year while it considered all the details of the Highway Budget.  Here is a broader perspective that might help municipal officials understand the choices the Committee needed to make this past spring.  

DOT’s Light Capital Paving (LCP) program provides the paving of many main or rural roads in Maine’s small towns which carry, on average, at least 4 times the traffic as the side (local) roads. This paving program would have been cut to fully fund LRAP at last year’s level.  Additionally, LCP was cut – by about 10% in both of the next two years, which is about the same percentage cut that LRAP will feel next year.  So everyone felt the pain, about equally.  Further, operational and capital needs on other higher priority needs are also underfunded – bridges by about 18%, highway reconstruction or rehab by 34%, the pavement preservation program (PPP)  by 48%, and as noted above LCP by 10% and LRAP by 10%.   MaineDOT clearly has some funding challenges at all levels.

· Light Capital Paving (LCP)
 The Light Capital paving program provides basic customer serviceability on state and state aid roads statewide, predominately on Priority 4 and 5 highways, with the goal of light capital paving approximately 600 miles per year.  This program is very important to municipalities because the paving of poor quality state-aid roads reduces winter maintenance costs.  With budgeted amounts and the flexibility provided by budget language, MaineDOT expects that it can deliver between 500 and 600 miles of Light Capital Paving in calendar years 2014 and 2015, about 10% less than the recommended levels.  The actual number of miles will depend upon budgeted amounts, the availability of bond funds, the availability of TransCap cash, Highway Fund revenues, future year-end fiscal adjustments, other statewide highway and bridge needs, bid prices, and the severity of winter weather.

· Local Road Assistance  
Part I in the original printed HF budget called for each municipality to transfer the excise tax it collected on truck tractors to the State.  The total annual amount proposed to be transferred was estimated at about $4 million per year.  But it affected individual municipalities in very different ways - from $0 to $547,466 depending upon the number of truck tractors registered in that municipality.  This original proposal was strongly opposed by the Maine Municipal Association on the basis that it would set a precedent that the state has a claim on municipal, property tax-based revenue.

This budget eliminates the excise tax proposal.  In its place, it makes relatively modest adjustments to the amount of state Highway Fund revenue to be sent to municipalities for capital improvements to local roads in the form of Local Road Assistance.  To mitigate municipal impacts, there is no percentage reduction to the overall Local Road Assistance program in FY 14.  A 13 year old “hold harmless” provision is eliminated meaning all municipalities will be treated equally and will receive the same payments per lane-mile.  In FY15, to minimize the cuts to the Light Capital Paving program, this budget reduces the Local Road Assistance program by about 10%.  This reduction will be seen in the December 2014 annual payment.  Impacts to individual municipalities obviously will vary, but unlike the excise tax proposal, they will be felt equally by all municipalities, and are relatively modest in dollar amount.  For the “average” Maine town, the reduction will be about $4,700 per year, being enough to pave about 0.1 mile of local road.    

· Other Capital Programs  
MaineDOT estimates the average annual percentage funding shortfall for the next three years relative to basic, maintenance-focused statutory capital goals set forth in 23 MRSA 73(7) to be 18% for Bridges, 34% for Highway Reconstruction and Rehabilitation, 48% for Pavement Preservation, and as noted above, 10% for Light Capital Paving.  Highway and bridge funding shortfalls like this are being faced by DOTs across the country.
