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A hearing by the Senate’s Committee on Environment and Public Works delved into how

transportation infrastructure funding not only can help the United States recover from the economic

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic but provide more “social equity” by helping uplift communities

through expanded access to better schools and better paying jobs.

[Above photo by the Washington State Department of Transportation.]
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Sen. John Barrasso

Sen. Tom Carper

“As Congress considers what can be done to help the economy recover, funding our nation’s

infrastructure should be at the top of the list,” emphasized Sen. John Barrasso, R-Wyo., the

committee’s chairman, in his opening remarks (https://www.epw.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-

releases-republican?ID=9B43739F-8A73-453F-9CB9-3647C8FE6C38).

“Investments in highways and bridges create jobs,

reduce costs of goods and services, and grows the

economy [and] the Senate has bipartisan legislation

ready to go,” he said. “[Our] historic highway bill

[passed in July 2019

(https://aashtojournal.org/2019/08/02/senate-epw-

committee-unanimously-advances-�ve-year-surface-

transportation-bill/)] authorizes $287 billion over �ve

years from the Highway Trust Fund. It will provide

record levels of investment to �x our roads and bridges, create jobs, boost our economy, and give

states increased funding [with] the certainty they need for planning projects.”

Sen. Tom Carper, D-Del., the ranking member on the

committee, noted in his opening comments that

“infrastructure can be a part – a big part – of a greater

multifaceted solution that brings equity and justice to

all communities. Our roads, highway, bridges, railroads,

and transit systems are not only important in moving

all kinds of cargo across America as well as giving the

American people the freedom to go where they want

when they want but it also when done right helps uplift

communities by expanding access to better schools

and better paying jobs.”

The American Association of State Highway and Transportation O�cials echoed that point of view in

written testimony submitted to the committee.

“As we continue to work through the economic shock of the COVID-19 pandemic, Congress must take

bold and historic action to revitalize our nation’s economy and secure our long-term future by

enacting a robust, long-term surface transportation package that invests in highway, highway safety,

transit, and passenger rail programs in every state and community across America,” the group said.
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AASHTO added that, according to the U.S. Department

of Transportation’s Conditions and Performance Report

(https://www.transit.dot.gov/research-

innovation/status-nations-highways-bridges-and-

transit-condition-and-performance) published in

January, the nation’s total transportation system

investment backlog in 2014 – the latest year available —

stands at $902 billion, with a highway and bridge

backlog of $786 billion and a transit backlog of $116

billion.

“This cumulative backlog – resulting from decades of underinvestment – represents all highway,

bridge, and transit improvements that could be economically justi�ed for immediate

implementation,” the organization noted.

More critically, AASHTO reiterated the need for a nearly

$50 billion funding “backstop

(https://aashtojournal.org/2020/03/20/aashto-seeks-

�scal-backstop-for-transportation-due-to-coronavirus/)”

to help stave o� the near- and long-term �scal impact of COVID-19 pandemic on state DOT budgets

(https://aashtojournal.org/2020/05/29/covid-19-will-create-long-term-impact-on-state-dot-revenues/).

“The requested revenue backstop is critically important to make sure that current transportation

work, projects and activities can be stabilized without major disruptions,” the group noted. “State

DOTs must receive the federal backstop in order to continue operations in the immediate weeks and

months ahead. Without the backstop, the core capabilities of state DOTs will deteriorate and not

allow them to be in a position to implement a much-needed, robustly funded reauthorization bill that,

because of the leadership of this Committee, is pending in the Senate.”

Steve McGough – president and CFO of Houston-based construction software �rm HCSS and

chairman of the American Road & Transportation Builders Association – noted in his testimony

(https://www.epw.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/3/2/32043c75-bb57-4924-8948-

6b5a640aae94/CFC2D994607FFC75B07AE97C8B237031.06.04.2020-mcgough-testimony-w.-artba-

attachments.pdf) that while the COVID-19 related economic decline that began in March presents a

“generational challenge” for all Americans, “with that hardship comes a chance to chart a new course

and create an economic resurgence” with infrastructure at its core.
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Doug Holtz-Eakin
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“There are few public sector actions that can deliver the

same level of short- and long-term economic bene�ts

as transportation infrastructure investment,” he

explained. “Increased construction activity provides

immediate job creation and retention, while putting in place capital assets that support supply chain

improvements and enable access to jobs, services, materials and markets for decades.”

Doug Holtz-Eakin, president of the American Action Forum, emphasized those points during his

testimony (https://www.epw.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/0/7/076ba7a2-d371-4178-acd8-

082d22ab13db/686ABAD20FE6A5286750BDD1F5075544.06.04.2020-holtz-eakin-testimony.pdf);

noting in particular that the economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic is “staggering and

unprecedented in our lifetimes” with higher-frequency data revealing a “historically-devastated

economy.”

He said payrolls in April fell by 20.5 million, with private

sector payrolls shedding 19.5 million jobs and the

service sector losing over 17 million jobs. “The

unemployment rate jumped to 14.7 percent, which

exceeds the highest level since the Great Depression,” Holtz-Eakin added. “As the Bureau of Labor

Statistics notes, were it not for the classi�cation of some workers as employed but ‘absent for other

reasons,’ this number would be on the order of 5 percentage points higher.

He emphasized that “this is where infrastructure investment can be of direct assistance” to the

nation’s economic recovery.

“The Congressional Budget O�ce anticipates that for the entire year 2020, gross domestic product

will be down 5.6 percent as every component of spending declined except federal government

purchases and that elevated levels of unemployment through 2021,” Holtz-Eakin said. “A well-

designed infrastructure e�ort can begin to provide economic bene�ts at roughly this point in the

recovery.”

Greg Fischer – mayor of Louisville, KY, and the incoming

president of the U.S. Conference of Mayors – added in

his testimony

(https://www.epw.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/d/9/d97e244f-618d-4723-a8df-



https://www.epw.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/0/7/076ba7a2-d371-4178-acd8-082d22ab13db/686ABAD20FE6A5286750BDD1F5075544.06.04.2020-holtz-eakin-testimony.pdf
https://www.epw.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/d/9/d97e244f-618d-4723-a8df-5843d4e7bbcf/47DD098D83C9B177BA71B7AA7BE3F06B.06.04.2020-fischer-testimony.pdf


7/1/2020 EPW Hearing: Infrastructure Vital to Recovery, Social Equity – AASHTO Journal

https://aashtojournal.org/2020/06/05/epw-hearing-infrastructure-vital-to-economic-recovery-social-equity/ 5/5

The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) welcomes the republication in whole or
in part of any original content from The AASHTO Journal with proper attribution to the association and publication. This

includes a link to direct visitors to the AASHTO Journal website.

060520 (HTTPS://AASHTOJOURNAL.ORG/TAG/060520/)

5843d4e7bbcf/47DD098D83C9B177BA71B7AA7BE3F06B.06.04.2020-�scher-testimony.pdf) that such

infrastructure investment would also play “a really big role to promote equitable economic growth”

especially in minority communities.

“This is a tremendous opportunity to show power of citizen’s money at work,” he explained.

“Consistent infrastructure funding year after year would allow creation of more minority businesses

and give them more opportunity and certainty to move forward and employ local workers. These are

good jobs. No question there is an equity overlay on this.”

Fischer also pointed out that that “culture shift” when it comes to how the country’s citizens view

infrastructure investments is needed as well.

“For many years now, we’ve wanted everything but don’t want to pay anything.,” he said. “So as we

talk about the money, we need to talk about how proud we should be in what we are building;

creating a portfolio of diversi�ed and sustainable funding surrounded by an umbrella of pride that

shows how proud Americans are of the infrastructure we build.”
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