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FUNDING CRISIS AVERTED

Budget deal, ARRA funding has

road builders breathing easier

By WALLY NORTHWAY
MBJ Staff Writer
wally.northway@msbusiness.com

If lawmakers had not worked at an
1 1th-hour deal on the state budget June
30, it could have been bad — even devas-

tating — to road builders. One of the
agencies caught in the middle of no-man’s
land in the war between Gov. Haley
Barbour and the Mississippi Legislature
over the state budget was the Mississippi
Department of Transportation (MDOT).
That in tum left road builders, suppliers

and others in the squeeze,

A little compromise

“We're just hoping this does not delay
our road and bridge projects in the area,”
said Mitch Stennett, president of the
Economic Development Authority of
Jones County before the deal was struck.
Stennett said he was concermned about the
impact on local contractors as well as traf-
fic congestion and related problems.

Mike Pepper. executive director of the
Mississippi Road Builders Association
(MRBA), said the impasse could not have
come at a worse ume. The dry summer
months are the peak of the working season
for road builders. A shut down now would
have been devastating to his members.,

On June 19, MDOT
sent out a sobering
announcement. Due to
the lack of action on the
fiscal year 2010 appropri- |
ations bill, it was taking |
action to suspend, termi- [
nate or issue stop-work
orders pertaining to cer-
tain contracts with the Pepper
MDOT or the Mississippi
Transportation Commission as of 12:01
am. on July 1. Procurement vendors were
advised to suspend all work. Construction
vendors were to terminate construction
contracis. And, consuliant services ven-
dors were ordered to stop all work.
| Each notice contained the wording
o { *...any work performed by you after this
date will be at your own risk.”

Fortunately, lawmakers and Barbour
struck a deal, but it did cost MDOT.
According to Pepper, MDOT offered $30
million out of its proposed $1.05-billion
budget proposal to keep the budget
process going and contractors working.
While Pepper hated to see road funds
sacrificed, it was a relatively small price
Lo pay.

Fepper said, “It has been well publi-
cized that contracts to road and bridge
contractors could (have been) suspended
or terminated. Depending on which one, it
could (have) cost the state into the hun-
dreds of millions of dollars.”
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this matter before the budget compromise
was reached,

See MDOT, Page 36
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A little stimulus

While the budget war had road builders
and MDOT sweating, there has been rea-
son for at least some relief when it comes
to the transportation funding received
under the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act (AREA). The state

might have had the “slows™ when it came
to the state budget, but 1t has been ahead
of the curve when it comes to grabbing
stimulus money.

As part of the Obama Administration’s
effort to infuse ARRA funds swiftly into
the economy, states were required to obli-
gate 50 percent of their highway funds by
June 29, 2009, The U.S. Department of
Transportation (DOT) report reported in
late June that all 55 U.S. states and terri-
tories successfully beat this deadline at
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least 10 days ahead of schedule.

Mississippi did far better than that,
According to the DOT, the state had obli-
gated half of its ARRA funding as of
Aprl 23, 2009, That was better than 29
other states.

According to MDOT, the total amount
of stimulus funding awarded to the state
for transportation projects was approxi-
mately $354.56 million. A little more than
£116 million of that went to muncipali-
ties as stipulated by the ARRA. Roughly
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the most stimulus assistance
pul to work in a single award

B 535.1 million for work
Mississippi 19 in Neshoba
County

B 532 million for an 1-20/1-59 inter-
change in Lauderdale County

B 521 million for work on ULS. 45
in Lowndes County

B 518 million for work on U.S, 45
in Noxubee County

W S15.717 million for work on
Mississippi 19 in Newton County

B 514 million for work on
Mississippi 25 in Rankin County

MW 510.7 million for work on LS.
90 in Jackson County

W 510,53 million for work on
Mississippi 8 in Sunflower
County

W 510 million for widening ol 1-39
in-Lauderdale County

$238 mullion of the stimulus money has
gone to road and bridge projects.

MDOT and MRBA would obviously
like to have seen more, but are not com-
plaining too loudly.

“We are very grateful for the stimulus
funding,” said Melinda McGrath, deputy
executive director and chief engineer at
MDOT. “We were hoping o receive con-
siderably more than we did to restore the
state’s infrastructure, but we are excited
about being able o provide much needed
improvements o Mississippi's highways
and roadways.”

Pepper said, “For legislation that was
touted in Washington, D.C., to be an infra-
structure bill, the road and bridge element
was roughly only 4 percent of the 5800-
and-something billion, It was a shot in the
arm and we are very appreciative, but it
will carry no long-term relief in an indus-
iry that has seen ils share of cost increas-
es operations and declining revenue of our
vehicle gas taxes, or what I call ‘user fees.
However, reports have been positive that
stimulus money that has gone into infra-
structure has yielded positive results.”

According to figures released by DOT
on June 25, Mississippl ranked 20th in the
nation in the amount of ARRA transporta-
tion funds that had been put to use.
(DOT's numbers were older than those
supplied by MDOT. DOT gave
Mississippi’s ARRA funds put o use as
approximately $214.78 million.) By com-
parison, Alabama had put $205.18 million
to use by that date, Louisiana $198.59
million and Arkansas $136.93 million.
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