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[EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

AMERICA'S AGING ROADS AND BRIDGES
are in increasingly dire need of repair. Tens
of thousands of people die on the roads
each year and more are sickened or die
from air pollution caused by vehicles. Tens
of millions of Americans lack access to qual-
ity public transit or safe places to walk or
bike, leaving them fully dependent on cars
or — for those who cannot afford a car or are
physically unable to drive — entirely shut
off from critical services and opportunities.

America was already faced with the need to
make critical transportation investments. And
then COVID-19 hit, upending travel patterns
and undercutting the traditional sources of
government transportation revenue.

Now is no time to fritter away scarce public
resources on wasteful boondoggle projects.

Yet across the country, state and local
governments continue to move forward
with tens of billions of dollars” worth of
new and expanded highways that do little
to address real transportation challenges,
while diverting scarce funding from much
-needed infrastructure repairs and key,
future-oriented transportation priorities.
Highway Boondoggles 6 finds seven new
budget-eating highway projects slated to
cost a total of $26 billion that will harm
communities and the environment, while
likely failing to achieve meaningful trans-
portation goals.

Highway expansions are expensive and
saddle states with debt.

e In 2014, the latest year for which data is
available, federal, state and local gov-
ernments spent $26 billion on highway
expansion projects — sucking money
away from road repair, transit and other
local needs.

e From 2008 to 2018, the highway debt of
state transportation agencies more than
doubled from $111 billion to $228 billion.!

e New roadways are expensive to main-
tain and represent a lasting financial
burden on the American people. The
average new lane-mile costs $24,000 per
year to keep in a state of good repair.?

Highway expansion doesn’t solve congestion.

e Expanding a highway sets off a chain
reaction of societal decisions that ulti-
mately lead to the highway becoming
congested again — often in only a short
time. Since 1980, the nation has added
more than 870,000 lane-miles of highway
— paving more than 1,652 square miles,
an area larger than the state of Rhode
Island — and yet pre-COVID congestion
was worse than it was in the early 1980s.?
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Highway expansion damages the environ-
ment and our communities.

e Highway expansion fuels additional
driving that contributes to climate
change. Transportation is the nation’s
number one source of global warming
pollution.*

* Pollution from transportation causes
tens of thousands of deaths in the U.S.
each year and makes Americans more
vulnerable to diseases like COVID-19.°

e Highway expansion can also cause
irreparable harm to communities —
forcing the relocation of homes and
businesses, widening “dead zones”
alongside highways, severing street
connections for pedestrians and cars,
and reducing the city’s base of taxable

property.

States continue to spend billions of dol-
lars on new or expanded highways that
fail to address real problems with our
transportation system and will create new
problems for our communities and the
environment. Questionable projects poised
to absorb billions of scarce transportation
dollars include:

* Cincinnati Eastern Bypass; Ohio; $7.3
billion: Ohio’s plan to build a 75-mile
bypass around the eastern side of Cincin-
nati would cause sprawling development
and overwhelm the Ohio Department of
Transportation’s construction budget.

* Loop 1604 Expansion; Texas; $1.36 bil-
lion: A major expansion to a 23-mile sec-
tion of Loop 1604 in San Antonio would
threaten the Edwards Aquifer, which
supplies drinking water to millions of
people in the region.

FIGURE ES-1. THE HIGHWAY DEBT OF STATE TRANSPORTATION AGENCIES HAS

DOUBLED SINCE 2008 (NOMINAL)®
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* [-57 Interchange; Illinois; $205.5 mil-
lion: Dubbed the “Exit to Nowhere,” the
proposed interchange would connect
drivers to a non-existent and heavily
criticized proposed third airport outside
of Chicago.

* Birmingham Northern Beltline; Ala-
bama; $5.3 billion: The Alabama De-
partment of Transportation is pushing a
project reliant on intermittent and insuf-
ficient federal funding, which could take
40 years to complete.

e I-526/Mark Clark Extension; South
Carolina; $725 million: The project,
which will cost Charleston County more
than it has spent on any single project in
its history, would save commuters just
seconds of travel time.

* M-CORES; Florida; $10+ billion:
Florida’s 330-mile, three-highway
construction project, which is already
straining the state budget, would de-
stroy critical open spaces and threaten
the survival of the endangered Florida
panther.

* Southeast Connector; Texas; $1.6 billion:
The expansion of three highways in the
Fort Worth area by up to six lanes in each
direction would induce sprawl and dam-
age local communities, but is still moving
forward even as the city’s transit system
struggles to provide basic service.

In addition, the Allston Multimodal Project
in Boston is a $1 billion project that, in its
current form, is inconsistent with the city
and state’s commitment to reduce green-
house gas emissions and encourage a shift
away from driving. There is no escaping the
need for major investment in transportation

infrastructure in this section of Boston — yet
without changes, the project could make it
more costly and difficult for Massachusetts
meet the transportation challenges of the
21st century.

Federal, state and local governments
should stop or downsize unnecessary or
low-priority highway projects. Specifically,
policymakers should:

* Invest in transportation solutions that
reduce the need for costly and dis-
ruptive highway expansion projects.
Investments in public transportation,
changes in land-use policy, road pricing
measures, and technological measures
that help drivers avoid peak-time traffic,
for example, can often address conges-
tion more cheaply and effectively than
highway expansion.

* Adopt fix-it-first policies that reori-
ent transportation funding away from
newer and wider highways and toward
repair of existing roads, bridges and
transit systems.

* Use the latest transportation data and
require full cost-benefit comparisons,
including future maintenance needs,
to evaluate all proposed new and ex-
panded highways. This includes projects
proposed as public-private partnerships.

* Give priority funding to transporta-
tion projects that reduce growth in
vehicle-miles traveled, to account for the
public health, environmental and climate
benefits resulting from reduced driving.

* Invest in research and data collection
to better track and react to ongoing
shifts in how people travel.
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| Introduction

COVID-19 HAS RESHAPED EVERY CORNER

of American life — including transportation.

Americans drove 17 percent fewer miles

in the first half of 2020 than they did the
year before, and loss of transit ridership
was even greater in many places, as busi-
nesses and schools shut down and more
Americans worked from home.” In many
American cities, “rush hour” disappeared —
and with American workers and employers
now seeing the benefits of working from
home, it may be years before commuting
returns to pre-COVID levels.

Reduced gas tax and transit fare revenues
deepened the already gaping budgetary
hole many transportation agencies face:
state transportation officials anticipate a 30
percent decline in transportation revenue
in 2020 and 2021.* Redirecting money from
general state budgets to transportation may
not be a viable solution, as the Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities predicted that
states would face $555 billion in cumulative
deficits over fiscal years 2020-2022.°

The documented role of air pollution in
worsening COVID-19 reinforces the urgency
and importance of cleaning up our transpor-
tation system. A study found that areas with
increased local air pollution have experi-
enced disproportionate numbers of deaths.!’
As a Harvard researcher told the American
Lung Association, continued high levels of
pollution mean that “Americans are more
vulnerable to COVID-19, and are more
likely to end up in the hospital or die.”™

Meanwhile, COVID-19 reinforced the crit-
ical role that public transportation plays

in serving the needs of essential workers

in cities large and small. Yet the stunning
drop in fare revenue has left transit systems

needing tens of billions of dollars just to
survive or provide basic service."

Fewer people on the roads. Less money for
transportation. Growing needs for clean
and sustainable transportation and for sys-
tem repair. And a desperate need for contin-
ued transit operations to serve people who
rely on it, including essential workers.

How have many state and local agencies
proposed to respond to these dramatic
shifts? By building more roads.

Even amidst the global pandemic, transpor-
tation agencies have continued to build and
plan for a series of massive, costly high-
way expansion projects — spending tens of
billions of dollars on new concrete even as
other transportation needs grow more dire.

Many of these highway expansion projects
didn’t make sense even before COVID-19.
Our five previous Highway Boondoggles re-
ports have illustrated the immense amount
of money spent on highway projects of du-
bious value. But the COVID-19 pandemic
— and the deep, lasting changes it is likely
to make on American life — provides even
more reason to take a step back and evalu-
ate the wisdom of highway expansion.

The seven projects highlighted in this report
are indicative of a broken transportation
funding and policy system — one that con-
tinues to pump out highway projects that
are wasteful and damaging while failing to
make critical, high priority investments in
infrastructure repair and sustainable forms
of transportation. The costs of that failed
approach were already steep, even before
the pandemic. Now, with the nation facing
new challenges and strains, they have be-
come far too much to bear.












































































































