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Highway Simplification Study

Conceptual “Fix and Swap” Proposal
Purpose.  The purpose of this Sounding Board meeting is to convey general information and to solicit input.  For that reason, the Policy Working Group hopes that you will carefully review this document and come to the meeting with recommendations, suggestions and constructive feedback.  

Background.  In June 2009, the Legislature finally adopted the FY 2010-2011 biennial Highway Fund budget, which included a directive instructing the Maine Department of Transportation (MaineDOT) to conduct a Highway System Simplification Study.  As enacted, the study charges a working group with examining the current road classification system to determine if the division of maintenance and repair responsibilities over state and local roads needs to be “simplified” in order to improve customer service and investment decisions.  The study group was also charged with determining the best construction standards for roadways across the state.  

The language of the budget bill specified the membership of the study group, referred to as the Policy Working Group, which included representatives from MaineDOT, Maine Municipal Association, Maine Chapter of the American Public Works Association, Maine Better Transportation Association, Associated General Contractors and the American Council of Engineering Companies.  

Policy Work Group.  In response to that directive, the Policy Working Group (PWG) was created.  The PWG is a diverse 15-member committee made up of municipal, MaineDOT and industry representatives and charged with devising a new system for simplifying the current road classification system.  The members of the Policy Work Group include eight municipal appointees and seven state appointees.  Unlike the process undertaken by the state to consolidate school administrative districts or the road turnback effort of 1981, the Legislature and the Department took a different approach to this effort by engaging municipal officials on the front end.  The PWG is committed to creating a partnership between the state and municipalities for achieving the common goal of creating a properly funded and maintained transportation system.  That being said, all of the members on the PWG understand that both the state and municipalities must benefit from the system created.  
PWG Tasks.  With that understanding and partnership philosophy, since its creation in November 2009, the PWG has met five times to determine the political and economic feasibility of implementing a road maintenance system that divides year-round responsibilities over the state aid system (major and minor collector roads) between the state and municipalities.  Under existing practices, generally the municipalities are responsible for winter maintenance activities on the collector rural road system and the state is responsible for the summer maintenance activities on the system. 

Fix and Swap Proposal.  As preliminarily designed by the PWG, the “fix and swap” proposal would split year-round maintenance responsibilities over the collector system between the state and municipalities, by requiring the state to take over winter and summer maintenance responsibilities over the rural major collector road system and the municipalities to take over winter and summer maintenance responsibilities over the minor collector road system.  Prior to the implementing the “swap”, the state would be responsible for bringing the minor collector road system to a 10-year standard; that is, before transferring year-round responsibility over the minor collector roads to a municipality, the state would have to “fix” the road so that capital improvements would not be necessary for 10-years.  In order to determine the elements of the 10-year standard, the PWG created a Standards and Cost Subcommittee, represented by municipal and state transportation officials, to develop that standard.  Furthermore, the local road assistance program (URIP) would be amended to help municipalities fund a portion of the new costs associated with maintaining these minor collector roads in the summer and winter.

General Components.  While the details have not yet been crafted, the PWG is well aware that in order for this effort to be successful the following components are vital: 1) increased funding – the Legislature and the general populous must be willing to support efforts to find new and sustainable road and bridge revenues: 2) local control – if the municipalities are asked to accept new maintenance responsibilities, then the level to which those new efforts are met should be municipally determined; 3) partnership – any proposal developed by the PWG must benefit both the state and municipalities and that any legislative efforts to amend the proposal will be fought by both the state and municipalities; and 4) improved services – any proposal must improve the quality of the services provided , achieve efficiencies, and increase customer satisfaction.
Information.  The PWG is committed to making this process open to the public.   All documents reviewed by the PWG are available either on the state’s website or on an as requested basis.  The goal of the PWG is to ensure that all voices are heard and that all interested parties have an opportunity to engage in the process.  To that end, the PWG has included on the website a comment form.  All interested parties are encouraged to submit their comments through that format.  All comments received are reviewed by the PWG.  http://www.maine.gov/mdot/hss/index.htm
Preliminary Details.  As the old saying goes, the “devil is in the details”.  What follows are the concepts being explored by the PWG.  In order for any state or municipal official to support the “fix and swap” proposal, including members of the PWG, the details must be developed.  Before engaging in the so-called spreadsheet politics, the PWG members want to know if they are on the right track.  

Components of the “Fix and Swap” Proposal
For consideration by the Sounding Board.

(Please note that the concepts detailed below do not represent a PWG position. They are provided to gauge the level of support for the concept and to determine which elements of the proposal require more PWG attention.)  

Goals

· Produces better customer service and road investment decisions because the entity that cares most about the roads is responsible and the funding resources available to maintain the roads are clearly identified.
· Shares state Highway Fund revenue fairly across rural and urban areas.

· Creates a single, simpler road classification system based upon the federal functional classification system (arterials, collectors, local) and makes this system the foundation for capital and maintenance responsibilities in Maine.  The existing state jurisdictional classification system (state highway, state aid highway, town way) could possibly be eliminated.  

Fix and Swap
· MaineDOT would take over 24-7-365 responsibility for all rural Major Collector highways.  To do so, MaineDOT would assume winter maintenance of about 3,300 lane miles of the rural state aid major collectors.  This represents about 9% of all public lane miles in Maine and would be an increase in winter mileage to MaineDOT of almost 40%.  MaineDOT already has summer maintenance responsibilities for these miles.  
· Regarding Minor Collector highways, MaineDOT would improve the approximately 4,500 lane miles of roads to a 10 year standard at 100% state expense.  (The current Rural Road Initiative Program requires a 1/3 municipal match.)   Municipalities will continue winter maintenance responsibility on these improved roads, and assume year-round summer and capital responsibility of these improved minor collector roads.  This represents about 10% of all public lane miles in Maine and would be an increase in summer mileage to municipalities of about 16%.
· The current urban / winter compact system (which is based upon density and population) would be modified substantially to become Local Maintained Highways (LMH’s).  In built up areas of a certain size (perhaps 3+ miles of dense development), it may make more sense for the municipality to take care of the road year-round, as it is assumed that the municipalities generally have the operational capability and care more about it because they are closer to the customer.  The PWG created a Urban Issues Subcommittee, represented by municipal and state transportation officials, to create a process for identifying the built up areas that would include both density and economic criteria (i.e., portion of total state sales tax revenue or employment in the community, etc.). An exception would be summer maintenance of arterial highways.  A density trigger, regardless of population, would define an LMH, but MaineDOT and the municipality would be free to agree to expand and constrict the statutory LMH based upon other factors such as the nature of the road (sidewalks, storm sewers, good turnaround spots, etc.) and the operational and technical capability of the municipality.  Signs would clearly mark the LMH.  
Funding

· The current URIP municipal payment system would be modified to a new system that includes two basic components.

· Highway Fund Revenue Sharing Component.  Unlike the current system which limits payments from the state to capital purposes only and varies depending upon rural and urban areas, this component would be a simple rate per lane mile payment to municipalities – rural and urban – for Local and Minor Collector highways.  These rates are not intended to reflect actual costs of taking care of these roads.  It is simply HF revenue sharing.  This money could be used by the town for any constitutional HF purpose including road capital and maintenance and traffic law enforcement.  
The rates are TBD, but the local road rate would be similar to the existing rural town way rate ($600), and would apply to all municipalities (urbans currently get $0 for town ways).  The minor collector rate would be higher (perhaps $1,200 or more), but again does not represent actual costs.  It would apply to newly defined urban minor collectors roads as well.
· Fee for Service Component for LMH’s.  Regarding LMH’s, the state would discharge its responsibility for arterial and urban major collectors through the municipalities by paying them for their services at a statutory rate per lane fee designed to approximate the marginal costs to the town of taking on this work.  MaineDOT would retain capital responsibility to rebuild these roads.
These rates are TBD as well, but would be much higher as the purpose is entirely different than the HF revenue sharing component.  This is pay for work that the state is responsible for, not sharing revenue.  Rates in the $4,000 per lane mile for basic year-round maintenance, and several thousand dollars additional for urban major collector cycle paving are being discussed.   PWG is exploring options to allow rural communities to participate in this program.  
· Payments to municipalities would increase substantially from the current URIP system – perhaps $5 to $10 M more or about 30 – 40%.  This is the equivalent of 1 to 2 cents of fuel tax.
Transition

· The basic concept would be after MaineDOT improves the minor collector roads in a municipality, it would start plowing the major collector roads that that town is currently plowing.  This would take at least 10 years, even with new funding.  There are about 4,500 lane miles of state aid minor collector.  Doing this over 10 years means 450 lane miles per year.  It is estimated that $30 M per year would be needed – the equivalent of a 5-cent fuel tax increase.  For comparison, MaineDOT is only doing 23 miles of reconstruction and 150 miles of capital paving per year now.
Issues Needing More PWG Input

Many transition details need to be discussed and determined including.

· How to phase in municipalities that have all state aid major collectors and no state aid minor collector.  (They’ll be ready-to-go immediately.)
· Accounting for excise tax revenue by statutorily requiring this local revenue to be used for highway purposes, such as for investments in local roads and bridges or public safety.

· Honoring existing municipal plow contracts.

· How to reimburse communities that have participated in the state’s Rural Road Initiative program.  Some communities have already invested 1/3 of the cost of improving minor collector roads.  
· Whether the municipalities can take the TBD rate per mile for improving minor collector roads to the 10-year standard in the form of a cash payment and agree to improve the road within x years, or negotiate terms and funding necessary to bring the road to a higher standard.  
· How the state will pay for improving major collector highways.  This process needs to include a provision for improving both the major and minor collector roads.  
· Identification of sustainable and adequate funding sources.  
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