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Miss. must invest more in transportation system
 On January 12, 1999 I was elected Southern District transportation commissioner. That year the income to the Mississippi Department of Transportation was approximately $800 million.

Twelve years later in 2011, the income is still approximately $800 million. Over all, costs for roads and bridges have advanced 70 percent while revenue has remained relatively flat.

MDOT is funded primarily by fuel tax of 18.4 cents per gallon state and 18.4 cents per gallon federal. There are more cars and trucks today than 12 years ago, but today's vehicles are more fuel efficient resulting in decreased taxes to fund our transportation system - which is great for 
the environment; positive for the economy; but a loss for MDOT funding.

Your MDOT is faced with sharply rising costs that for the most part are tied directly to the cost of oil, which has increased from $20 per barrel to $90 per barrel in the past few years and seems to be on a steady climb to new highs.

MDOT has had a robust construction program during the past 12 years due to the 1987 

Four-Lane Highway Program, Hurricane Katrina rebuild, the recent stimulus funding, and state bonding funds.

Alas, the current Congress and administration seem unwilling to enact an extension of the

transportation bill, resulting in considerable uncertainty in the transportation industry.

MDOT is striving to adjust to new realities of increased maintenance costs, growing

environmental costs, blossoming regulations on many fronts, growing right-of-ways costs, and a larger system of roadways resulting from the 1987 program. New construction and

improvements to the existing system have been and will continue to be curtailed. 
MDOT is fast becoming a department of maintenance!

This lack of new construction will cause increased congestion; bridge posting to lower weight limits (3,000 bridges are substandard in our state and the number is growing); increased crashes (and fatalities); and a weakening of our economy as many foreign countries continue a rapid program of new transportation construction, while others build on their mature multimodal system of rails, roads, aeronautics and waterways.

A small increase in the federal and state fuel tax could adjust the revenue to allow a renewed robust construction program that will be a great investment to the citizens and economy resulting in jobs, economic parity in our world economy and continued reduction in crashes and fatalities.

The tax on fuel in Mississippi was 36.8 cents per gallon in the 1990s and still is, while the sales tax on a gallon of milk of 7 percent has doubled in the past 12 years!

Milk has advanced from $2 per gallon to $4 per gallon - resulting in the state taxes doubling from 14 cents to 28 cents. Your income tax and ad valorem taxes have all been accelerated in the past 12 years -while fuel taxes have decreased to most citizens. Fuel taxes must be kept consistent with current costs and tax rates.

This begs the question: Am I getting my money's worth from MDOT? The proof is in the pudding!

Mississippi has the lowest fuel tax rate of the four adjoining states which have taken money from their state general fund and put it into highways, while in Mississippi, funds have been diverted from highway funding and put in the state general fund! I know of no highway connection to an adjacent state where the adjacent state has a better highway.

Mississippi has a superior system, a great transportation industry and committed governance. Our safety, economy and future depend on wise investments! An efficient transportation system coupled with an effective education system will result in a brighter future that produces suitable 
employment and a more stable economy.

Wayne Brown is transportation commissioner for the Southern District. 
He is retiring after 12 years in the post.
