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“Alphabet Soup and Sausages”

For years, I thought Will Rogers said, “If you like laws and sausages, you should never watch either one being made.”  Turns out it was Otto Von Bismarck.  Who knew der Graf was so witty?  What the chancellor was getting at is that most of us are happier with products than with processes.  What goes for laws and sausages also goes for public works, what we now call “infrastructure.”  The roads and bridges we all use, are all owned by us.  We are the “public” in “public works,” and the true test of ownership is who pays the bills when they need fixing (that would be us).  Absent a collection box next to every pothole, or a highway engineer passing the hat under every rusty bridge, just how does our money get from us to the people who put the shovels in the ground?  That’s where alphabet soup comes in, and the process is as unpretty as sausage-making.

Our tax money starts its journey whenever we buy gasoline.  Next time you’re pumping your own, read the breakdown of Federal and Massachusetts gas taxes on the pump.  Handing the cashier a twenty is less traumatic than submitting your 1040, but just as effective.  A trickle from Gulf, a dribble from Mobil, pretty soon you have a rivulet, then a torrent heading into the Highway Trust Fund.  There it all sits, waiting for shipment back to each state per a complicated, negotiated, redistribution formula.  The redistribution formula is part of the periodic re-authorization by Congress of the Interstate Highway Act, the current incarnation of which has the acronym SAFETEA-LU.  Hang onto your hat, we’re in the soup now.

Across the country, various agencies are responsible for properly spending the Highway Trust Fund money that comes back to their patches.  If you live in a metropolitan area with a population of 50,000 or more, then you must have an MPO (Metropolitan Planning Organization) with certain mandated elements, especially citizen input.  So this is not just a spectator sport – we actually have a say in how our money gets spent.  In order to get Federal money, each MPO must have an RTP (Regional Transportation Plan), approved by the FWHA (Federal Highway Administration).  The RTP is renewed every four or five years, but covers 25 years out.  In order for a project to get Federal matching funds (usually at the ratio of 4:1), it must be part of the RTP.  To make the RTP a reality takes a UPWP (Unified Planning Work Program), a document that prioritizes RTP projects and funds a staff to do all the background planning.  Each year, using the RTP and UPWP, the MPO creates and manages a TIP (Transportation Improvement Program) that covers specific expenditures in the current and following four fiscal years.  As projects are completed, or hit a dead-end, they are dropped from the current TIP and replaced with other projects from the RTP.  The rest of the soup involves RFQ (Request for Qualifications), RFP (Request for Proposal) and finally NTP (Notice to Proceed), so the successfully bidding contractor can put those shovels in the ground.

Are you still with me?  I am not making this up.  This is actually how hundreds of millions of our tax dollars are spent on infrastructure each and every year.  Next time this column will be about some specific regional projects.  Right now I must leave for a meeting in Boston to ensure that our region’s ingredients get added to the next batch of alphabet soup.  Bon appetit!

