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U.S. Senate Environment and Public Works Committee Passes Transportation Reauthorization Bill 

The Senate Environment and Public Works (EPW) Committee held a markup today of “The Safe, Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient Transportation Equity Act of 2005 (SAFETEA).”  Like TEA-LU, which was passed by the full House last week, the surface transportation bill considered today provides $284 billion in funding over the next six years.  The EPW Committee adopted SAFETEA by a vote of 17 to 1.

A series of thirteen amendments were accepted by EPW Committee Chairman James Inhofe (R-OK) during the markup of SAFETEA.  None of the amendments were substantive in nature.  Unlike TEA-LU, which was adopted by the House last week, SAFETEA does not provide a list of authorized projects.  The U.S. Senate is expected to include bus, rail and highway projects when the House and Senate measures are reconciled in conference later this year.
Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA), a member of the EPW Committee, addressed the lack of robust funding in the bill as a matter of concern.  The Senator also referenced her interest in provisions of the bill related to grade crossings and matters related to the Clean Air Act.  It is anticipated that these and other issues will be addressed when the SAFETEA is considered on the Senate Floor.

The bill adopted by the EPW Committee today addresses the highway portion of the transportation reauthorization bill to be considered in the U.S. Senate.  The Senate Banking Committee, which has jurisdiction over the transit title of the Senate transportation reauthorization bill, is expected to hold their markup tomorrow.

U.S. Senate Rejects Amtrak Amendment

The Senate rejected an amendment offered today by Senator Robert Byrd (D-WV) to the 2005 budget resolution that would have endorsed $1.4 billion in federal funding for Amtrak.  The amendment failed by a margin of 46 to 52.  

U.S. Transportation Secretary Norman Mineta reacted to the failure of the Byrd amendment by issuing the following statement: “The Senate's rejection of the Byrd Amendment signals that it is ready to begin an earnest discussion on the best way to undertake desperately needed reforms to put intercity passenger rail on a stable footing for the future.”

President Bush provided no funding for Amtrak in his 2006 budget in the hopes of spurring Congress to act on his plan to break up the national rail carrier and hand states the cost of running its rail lines.  Last year, President Bush proposed funding Amtrak at a level of $900 million.  Despite the President’s position, Congress moved last year to appropriate $1.2 billion for Amtrak.

STATE

State Budget

The Senate Budget Subcommittee #4 conducted another hearing today on the Governor’s transportation funding proposals.  At the hearing, representatives of the California Transportation Commission reported that without allocation of Proposition 42 funds, the CTC may have to de-obligate ½ of the $4 billion in projects currently approved in the State Transportation Improvement Program.  

The Subcommittee is leaning toward deferring actions on the transportation funding recommendations until after the Governor issues the May Revise to the State Budget.

The Subcommittee also discussed the status of the tribal gaming revenues. Last year, AB 687 implemented a number of tribal gaming compacts.  As agreed to in these compacts, tribal gaming revenues would be used to support a $1.3 billion bond which would then repay loans made from transportation accounts.  The issuance of the bonds and therefore the loan repayments have been blocked due to litigation.  The State is receiving the revenue from the tribal gaming compacts and is estimated to be approximately $100 million/year. Transportation advocates, including LACMTA’s representatives, have argued that these revenues could be allocated to transportation projects as those funds are received by the state.

If you have any questions concerning the Federal Brief, please contact Government Relations Administrator for Federal Affairs Marisa Yeager at (213) 922-2262 or David Kim, Director of Federal Advocacy in Washington, DC at (202) 349-1483.

If you have any questions concerning the State Brief, please contact Government Relations Manager for State Affairs, Michael Turner at (213) 922-2122 or Kimberly Yu, Government Relations Officer at (213) 922-4145.
