COUNTY ROAD NEEDS PRESENTATION

We have all heard about the huge dollar needs for the state, the cities and the counties.  I doubt if anyone disputes the need is real.

We have 39 counties.  The individual counties and their needs are about as different as can be imagined.


As a whole, we have nearly 40,000 lane miles of road.  This is about 60% of the state total.

The counties spend about $ 600,000,000 /year in their road programs.  This is approximately ½ the WSDOT annual budget.

BUT:
If all the county roads met existing road standards, the $600 million/year total would be less than ½ of what is required for maintenance alone!

The backbone of the county road system is roads built in the late 1800’s through the 20’s, 30’s 40’s and 50’s.  Most of these roads are still in their original locations and have evolved over time from simple trails to wagon roads and into gravel or paved roads of today, usually without the benefit of engineered alignments or designed base structures.

Over the years, counties have upgraded the many of the important routes.  They have solved safety problems and built all weather roads for freight traffic.

Recently, population has soared.  Many counties have had developers put in new local access roads and dedicate them to the counties.  But, several things are happening:

Eastern Washington now has 60 % of the county roads and only 20% of the population and very low property values to pay for the roads.  All weather roads are probably the largest single problem.  In order to stretch the $ and get the farmers involved in setting priorities, several eastern Washington counties have citizen advisory boards working with the road departments in setting the annual road programs.

The Puget Sound core of Western Washington along with Clark County has soaring population.  However, it also has extremely high property values.  Congestion is probably the biggest problem and the ‘fixes’ are extremely expensive.  Another interesting situation is the effect of annexations and incorporations reducing the tax base at the same time the county roads connecting the various smaller cities must be increased in capacity.  The county in effect is responsible for larger roads connecting cities at the same time the growth of the cities in reducing the tax base to pay for the roads the cities need.

Counties have 3 main sources of road revenues.  Many of the larger counties also have many smaller sources.

· Property Tax.  This is very significant in Puget Sound.  It is almost nothing in many rural eastern Washington counties.

· State Gas Tax.  This is very significant in all counties.  In eastern Washington, this is the bulk of the road fund.

· Federal Gas Tax.  The old ISTEA and the anticipated reauthorization of the TEA-21 programs are significant.  This is a major part of the local construction programs.

Typically, maintenance and construction are each approximately 50% of the annual budget.  Property tax and state gas tax pay for maintenance and provide matching funds for grants.  The recent pressures to Current Expense funds due to Referendum 49 and Initiative 695 have caused counties to divert more of the property tax revenue away from the road fund to pay for other essential county services. Diversions are up by nearly 22% between 2002 and 2003. 
Grants from the federal gas tax, state grants from TIB and CRAB (RAP) and state gas tax pay for the construction program.  Under the old ISTEA program, counties were able to spend $ immediately effectively spending unspent $ from other states while WSDOT prepared their larger projects.  In total, the state received 15% to 20% more funding than anticipated because of this cooperation.  Right now, we can spend $ in addition to our expected level is additional money is available. Our needs are immense and we have the ability to get projects under construction.

However, a continuation of the existing levels of state and federal support is in effect a reduction in our funding level.  Even more critical, any reduction in our funding level from either state or federal sources will severely hurt the counties program and severely test the weak links in our transportation system.

