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Chris Danou’s Capitol Report

More Facts Mean More Bad News for Wisconsin Roads
For the past few months, there have been a lot of facts, information and talking points released regarding roads in Wisconsin. This topic of conversation has become clouded by politics, and has even become a point of disagreement between the Governor and high-ranking Republicans in the State Assembly.
When I wrote a column on this topic a few months ago, Speaker Robin Vos (R-Rochester) indicated his desire to find ways to increase transportation funding in Wisconsin. The Speaker pointed to a January 2013 report done by the Wisconsin Transportation Finance and Policy Commission, a bipartisan group tasked to study the state’s transportation funding system. The group recommended increasing the gas tax by 5 cents a gallon, and the commission reported that if Wisconsin wants to maintain current service and road condition levels under our existing funding system, the state will be about $15 billion short over the next decade.
Since that time, the Governor has held firm and gone on the offensive in his staunch opposition to raising the gas tax or fees. His position has put him at odds with legislative Democrats, as well as the Speaker and others in his own party. While this hardline stance might appeal to the Republican-base, it’s not doing anything to fund our roads and fix the problem.
Last week, more information came to light when the non-partisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau (LFB) released a memo that indicated Wisconsin will face a $939 million shortfall in the state’s transportation budget in the next biennium. In response to the memo, Rep. John Nygren (R-Marinette), co-chair of the influential and powerful Joint Committee on Finance, called on the Governor to consider finding ways to raise revenue for the state’s transportation budget. 
Rep. Nygren’s suggestions included raising the state’s gas tax or creating a toll road system instead of continued borrowing at high levels. He also noted the $939 million shortfall doesn’t include debt service payments, so the money needed to pay off our borrowing is actually much more, possibly as high as $4 billion. It is clear that lawmakers have kicked the can down the road long enough when it comes to this issue. The fact is, not only is that road crumbling, but we are running out of road. 
It is really unfortunate that road funding has become a political football and point of contention between lawmakers and the Governor. Our roads are important to the well-being of our rural community and economy, and having good roads keep our cars in better shape and make the road safer for all users. Yes, roads are expensive, but we simply can’t afford to fall behind and continue delaying projects or borrowing to pay for needed maintenance. 

Indeed, facts and data consistently show our roads are in poor condition and that we have a funding shortfall. Yet, time and time again, facts are ignored and ideology trumps common-sense policy by borrowing or delaying projects. Governing isn’t easy and it sometimes requires tough decisions and compromise, especially when dealing with something as important as our road network. I just hope the Governor and legislative leaders can put ideology and politics aside to find a responsible and affordable solution.
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