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Not every dollar spent for infrastructure is equally good for the public interest.
Yet state departments of transportation are eagerly offering lists of favored
projects, which include hundreds of millions in proposed spending for more of
the same types of wasteful highway construction projects that got us where we
are today.

Congress must commit to spend money for results and not simply inject dollars
into the economy. The need for a major overhaul of our national transportation
system is almost universally recognized because the current system just does
not make sense. The federal government currently collects gas taxes from the
states and then pumps those dollars back based on outdated formulas forged
by political compromises that had nothing to do with achieving national goals.
We cannot afford to continue to pour buckets of money into that same broken
machine.

How should the federal government spend transportation money? It should be
spent on projects that advance long-term goals, such as reducing our
dependence on oil, curbing air pollution, repairing aging highways and bridges,
alleviating congestion and improving safety.

To reach these goals, emphasis should be placed on expanding light rail,
commuter rail, rapid bus service, high-speed intracity rail and other forms of
modern public transportation. At least as much money should be allocated to
these transportation choices as to roads and highways.

The new administration and Congress have a tremendous opportunity to help
turn the economy around by putting millions of people to work rebuilding and
reshaping our transportation systems. Wise spending could help us meet many
of America's most important challenges while setting the country on the path to
a better, more sustainable 21st century transportation system.

Alex Nelson works for Arizona Public Interest Research Group's Education
Fund, www.arizonapirg.org.
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