Jobs bill leaves Mississippi road builders in limbo
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The spring construction season is close to getting started and roadbuilders and contractors are ready to go to work.

There remain a few obstacles, though.

The $35-billion jobs bill circulating through Congress, which allocates $15 billion in tax forgiveness for small businesses who hire new workers, also contains $20 billion in annual highway funding for the states.

The bill’s debate has been contentious even by congressional standards, which has left uncertain the start time for a number of Mississippi projects roadbuilders and contractors were counting on to bolster their bottom line in the industry’s prime time of year.

“We are anxious about getting money for jobs that have already been designed,” said Mike Pepper, executive director of the Mississippi Roadbuilders Association.

As soon as the jobs bill and the attached highway funding clear Congress, projects that have completed the design phase can move forward. Pepper said that makes quick passage of the bill imperative.

“Hopefully they can move forward with this, because the regular yearly funding (for infrastructure) is tied up in this bill,” Pepper said. “We’re counting on it.”

Annual highway funding makes up a large part of a contractor’s annual business. It’s needed now more than ever because of the recession-induced slowdown in things like homebuilding, said Perry Nations, executive director of the Mississippi Association of General Contractors.

“If we could get some of the projects to the design phase, and get it into the market, that would be a tremendous help,” Nations said. “We could certainly benefit.”

Between 15 and 20 percent of the $20-billion highway funding attached to the jobs bill will fund direct infrastructure projects – roads, bridges and water and sewer infrastructure.

That sets it apart from the $700-billion American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, which passed a year ago and spent on 4 percent of its total on infrastructure, Pepper said.

A lot of those projects are still on hold, though, because they’ve languished in the design stage.

“I know design folks have to have jobs, too, but construction is what puts people to work,” Pepper said.

Said Nations: “A lot of (the timeline) depends on how quickly the design professionals can get the jobs out. A small job – say a $20-million or $30-million job – can exit the design stage a lot quicker than a $200-million or $300-million job.”

Aside from the road and bridge projects the highway money would build, critical out-of-sight infrastructure needs — like water and sewer lines, which got a lot of attention and caused a significant problems in Jackson in January’s deep freeze — are addressed, too.

“People aren’t thinking about what is below the surface,” Nations said. “It is the out-of-sight, out-of-mind principal at its finest.”

Nations’ membership includes a significant number of municipal utility contractors who have suffered along with everybody else during the recession.

“Anything right now would help,” Nations said. “This is probably one of the toughest years, and I’ve been in this 33 years, we’ve ever had. We’re going to make it, but it won’t be easy. This is needed money for needed projects. I hope we’re in line to get a bunch of it.”

