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Virginias Transportation System
and a Decade of Delusion

By Gerald L. Baliles

Former  governor  John  Battle  once
observed that there's "nothing more
'ex'  than  an  'ex-governor."  He  was

right about that. So I certainly don't want to
come as too over-bearing. Nor do I really want
to pick on the existing powers in Virginia. I
remember how it felt when others did it to me.

Still, I do worry. I worry about where we
are. I worry about the choices we've made—or
not made, as the case may be—and I worry that
we may have compromised Virginia's future.

When the General Assembly passed the
overhaul of the state's transportation program
in 1986, we spent a lot of time talking about
the next century. Today, unfortunately, it's all
too clear that we've stalled out before even get
ting out of this one.

Gerald L Baliles

The '86 transportation initiative was sup
posed to be a beginning, not an end.

It was supposed to be a platform that others
could build upon.

It didn't work out that way.
So, the question is: "Why?"
Well, I am a great believer in democracy.

If a majority of the electorate wants something
to happen, it usually happens—especially when
you're talking about something so fundamen
tal as our ability to move around.

So, it's safe to say that Virginia has not
felt any great urgency over its transportation
system. People maybe struck in traffic... but
they have not taken to the streets.

Yet.
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We had a
problem in 1986.
We have a bigger

problem now.

2

P.art of the problem is that we succeeded in 1986.
We  provided  an  infusion  of  road  construction
funding that enabled Virginia to see some action
being taken. At least for a while.

In  the  meantime,  the  federal  government
finally passed several big roads bills,  which also
gave us the illusion of sufficiency.

Of course, these two sources of new money
might well have been enough—if only Virginia had
stayed put and not grown.

But people keep showing up, with their kids
and their cars, and businesses keep opening and
expanding as well, and wasn't that the idea in the
first place?

The issues are not so clear cut anymore. Things
are  more  complicated.  We're  facing  something
more  than  a  transportation  dilemma in  Virginia.
There are a number of competing ideas out there-
including  different  political  perspectives—that
have not been resolved and will not be easily rec
onciled.

Some  fundamental  assumptions  have  been
challenged... assumptions about how we grow (and
how much), how we move around, how we orga
nize  our  communities  and  how  we  raise  and
allocate our resources.

In a way, it comes to the old tension between
what should be and what is.

In a perfect world, we would sustain and sup
port  our  economic  growth  with  adequate  infra
structure.  We  would  anticipate  our  growth—but
not  so  much  that  we  inhibit  the  very  economic
activity that  makes Virginia strong and vital.  We
would look to the future, think about what kind of
society  we want  and act  accordingly.  We would
build  continuity  into  the  transportation  system
and not lurch from one crisis to another. And we
would recognize that we have to pay for the basics
of our society.

That's what a "perfect" world would look like.

N„low let's talk about the real world.
By almost any measure, Virginia's transporta

tion situation is markedly worse now than it was
in 1986. We had a problem then. We have a bigger
problem now.

The 1990s could well  go down as Virginia's
"Decade of Delusion." We have convinced ourselves
that somehow, someway, our Commonwealth will
take care of itself and that we can avoid the conse
quences of economic expansion.

In point of fact, a brand of politics has emerged
in  Virginia—an  undeniably  successful  brand  of
politics—that takes as its organizing principle the
belief  that  Virginia  can  continuously  prosper  by

ignoring capital investments required for Virginias
future.

Of course, others will  come back and argue
that we're spending more than ever on this, that or
the other thing, and they're right in the sense that
two is more than one. But if the needs are six, seven
or eight, then two won't do the job.

But it's worse than that. The prevailing view
point doesn't argue that we have enough resources
to get along. It actually says—or certainly implies—
that  we have too much.  It  basically  turns things
upside down.

You  know,  people  forget,  but  I  actually  cut
taxes, too. I should have advertised that more.

That tax cut was just the start. We've had so
many major tax cuts or proposals in Virginia since
that it's now built into the election cycle. There is
a standing expectation.

Let's face it, tax cuts are attractive. I got a new
car not long ago. It was very nice getting that little
check. It paid for dinner.

Of course, my party has signed on, too. Now
we want to eliminate the food tax. Sounds good.
Why not?

And  there's  a  new proposal  to  cut  the  real
estate property tax. Makes sense. If you don't want
to pay a tax on your car, why would you want to
pay a tax on your house?

And is it  too much to imagine the next pro
posal? Think about it. No car tax. No food tax. No
house tax. And next? No road tax?

Don't discount the possibility for a second.
It was this kind of thinking that led to the cut

backs in personnel  in the Virginia Department of
Transportation. In 1995, the state paid nearly $40
million in cash and early retirement packages to
entice 1,200 VDOT employees to leave.

And they did. In 1997, the agency's work force
hit a 30-year low.

Unfortunately,  no  money  was  saved  in  this
exercise because by the following year VDOT had
re-hired  many  of  its  ex-workers  back  as  private
consultants.

On  the  other  hand  it  did  seriously  impair
Virginia's ability to build safe and efficient roads.

Last  fall,  for  example,  the  Hampton  Roads
Planning District Commission reported that nearly
88 percent of local road projects—138 out of 157—
are behind schedule by an average 14 months. And
that's with the new federal money.

I fully concede the political attractiveness of tax
cuts. But there are always consequences.

Virginia is a fast growing state. Its population
has tripled in this century. More people are here to
take advantage of new opportunities. For almost
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two  decades,  Virginia
has been ranked high in
the nation in job creation
and employment.

At  the same time,
our  t ransportat ion
system,  particularly
in  fast  growing  subur
ban and urban regions,
has been under severe
stress. Too many roads
are becoming gridlock-
ed,  too  many  bridges
are  deteriorating,  and
too  many  lost  hours

are spent tied up in traffic.
Virginia's road money gets distributed across

the  state  according  to  a  formula.  So  much  by
region, so much for interstates, primary, second
ary and unpaved roads. Maintenance money gets
priority over construction money. Thus, as roads
age and deteriorate over time and under the pres
sure of greater increases in traffic, more and more
money goes for maintenance.

That was the situation I found in 1986. Our sta
tistics showed that before the end of my term there
would  be  $0  for  road  construction  in  Virginia  if
something were not done, that transportation had
shrunk from 30 percent of the state budget in 1967
to less than 15 percent when I took office in 1986.

Now it's worse than that.
And we are paying the price.
We are paying the price for having allowed eco

nomic growth to develop without paying sufficient
attention  to  transportation  infrastructure.

Our urban areas—the centers of our economic
activity—have never been more vulnerable.

Just a month ago, Northern Virginia's arterial
system had a coronary.

A single truck—loaded with explosives, of all
things—overturned near the famous (or infamous)
Springfield Interchange and the region ground to
a halt for an entire day.

Of  course,  some may say  that  this  was an
extraordinary situation. After all, how many trucks
loaded with explosives overturn?

But you don't even need a truck.
We went through this last November when a

single,  troubled man threatened to throw himself
off the Woodrow Wilson Bridge. They closed the
interstate. The region stopped moving.

N0I orthern Virginia represents more than a quar
ter of the population of the Commonwealth.

Last  year,  according  to  Virginia's  Bureau  of
Business  Research,  Northern  Virginia  had  more

than  31  percent  of  the  total  employment  in  Vir
ginia, provided 47 percent of the state's job growth,
almost 45 percent of the total retail sales growth.

By nearly any measure, approximately half of
Virginia's growth last year occurred in the North
ern Virginia region.

It  is  the  home  to  both  Dulles  and  Reagan
National  Airports,  the  Pentagon,  other  federal
agencies  and  installations,  research  companies,
information  processing  businesses,  high-tech
companies of all kinds, and as we know, increas
ingly, the Internet capital of the world.

Clearly, Northern Virginia, as it has been for
about two decades, is the engine driving so much
of Virginia's economy, including a significant por
tion of the revenues for state government services.

But it's choking on congestion.
And there are costs associated with the con

gestion—more  than  $200  billion  in  lost  gross
regional  economic product.

There are costs for business: smaller qualified
workforce,  greater  retention  problems/employee
stress,  lower employee productivity,  higher oper
ating costs and reduced competitiveness.

There are household economic costs—about
$1300 per household in consumer costs, a $1,000
cost per household per year just sitting in traffic.

And how does one compute the cost of con
gestion on the quality of life?

On lost family time?
Increased stress?
Road rage?
Lost  civility?
The inadequacy of Northern Virginia's trans

portation  infrastructure  is  the  single  greatest
threat to its quality of life, its prosperity and to state
government's own source of revenue.

Of course, many fairly say that we ought to car-
pool more and rely more on mass transit.

But the fact is Northern Virginia is already/irst
in  the  nation  in  car-pooling  and  second  in  the
nation  in  mass  transit  and  a  national  leader  in
transportation  technology.

And, still, it has the second worst congestion
in the United States.

So what's the answer?
Cut more taxes?
Construct fewer roads?
The region already has the fifth smallest road

network for its population size in the country.
The Springfield Interchange is very much in

the news now, but there are other construction pri
orities that have been long identified as necessary
for the region's health. Upgrading Fairfax County
Parkway to freeway status, upgrading Route 28 to
a  freeway,  the  same  for  Route  234  and  Prince
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William  Parkway;  building  a  western  transporta
tion corridor; bus rapid transit in the Dulles corri
dor;  getting  traffic  off  of  1-66,  the  Beltway,  the
Dulles corridor and Route 7.

The conservative price tag for the area's needs
has been estimated to exceed $10 billion and that
does not count the $2 billion required to replace
the Wilson Bridge, of which Virginia will have a siz
able portion of the cost.

So what's the answer?
Well, if all we had to do was fix Northern Vir

ginia, it might be doable.
But this is a statewide problem.

Xake  a  look  at  Hampton  Roads—home to  the
world's largest naval base, headquarters for major
Army and Air Force commands, home to multiple
shipyards and repair operations.

Throughout  Hampton  Roads  you  will  find
major  universities,  manufacturing  and  retail
operations,  museums  and  other  cultural  attrac
tions and a major tourism destination.

Last year Hampton Roads had 20 percent of
Virginia's total employment. Its geography is com
plicated by the presence of water requiring bridges
and tunnels for the million cars a day that can be
found in that region.

Whether one looks on the Peninsula side of
Hampton Roads or the South side, there are severe
congestion problems—Jefferson Avenue in  New
port News, Route 17 in York County, Route 60 in
James City County, Fort Eustis Boulevard, and Mer
cury Boulevard.

On  the  South  Side,  the  Mid-Town  Tunnel,
1-264 in Norfolk, Route 168 in Chesapeake, and
Oceana and Independence Boulevards in Virginia
Beach are just a few of the most congested arter
ies; and who could ever forget the severe conges
tion on the Berkeley Bridge, the Downtown Tun
nel or the Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel?

State, regional and local numbers clearly dem
onstrate the congestion problems. Today, over 300
lane miles of traffic in Hampton Roads meet the
congestion  definition.

In the next 15 years, projections are that the
300 miles will explode to over 800 congested lane
miles in the region, and 46 percent of those severely
congested road ways have no plans in place to
increase capacity.

None of this takes into account the construc
tion needs for widening 1-64 from Newport News
to  Richmond,  completing  Route  199  around
Williamsburg,  building  a  Southeast  connector
between Chesapeake and Virginia Beach, or the
addition  of  a  third  tunnel  crossing;  the  cost  of
which, alone, is estimated at $2.6 billion dollars.

In short, the Hampton Roads needs have been
projected to be in excess of seven billion dollars,
but less than 10 percent of the funding is anywhere
in sight for the next 20 years.

What  happens  to  current  businesses  or  the
ability  of  the  region  to  attract  new  commercial
operations?

What's the impact likely to be on the quality
of life for working parents, students, for armed ser
vices personnel, for the success of one of the fast
est growing seaports in the country? Why wouldn't
the Defense Department close down some of its
facilities  in  the  future  if  congestion  is  already
doing it anyway?

What about the rest of Virginia?

T„. he Richmond region doesn't  have the traffic
congestion of the other regions of the Common
wealth...  but  it  will  get  there.  The  Richmond
region's population has grown 31 percent over the
last two decades and households have increased
by 47 percent.

The number of registered vehicles has jumped
by 29 percent and the number of airline passen
gers in the last 10 years alone has increased 84 per
cent .

Richmond's  identified  transportation  priori
ties are in the billion dollar category, and already
one of its major projects currently under construc
tion, Route 288, has just been delayed for at least a
year because of the lack of money.

Across the state, the battle of regions to get a
particular  project  on  the  state's  six-year  plan  is
becoming increasingly  irrelevant,  for  the projects
that are now in the 6-year plan are estimated to
take at least 12 years to complete.

Across  other  areas  of  the  Commonwealth,
there are urgent transportation needs.

Route  29  above  Charlottesville  and  around
Lynchburg has been a mess forever. Route 29 is a
major  north-south  artery  that  serves  both  urban
and rural areas.

Interstate  81,  which connects  Roanoke with
Bristol and Winchester, simply cannot handle the
load.  The  chain-reaction  crash  that  killed  four
people on Interstate 81 in January demonstrated
that  this  road—built  thirty  years  ago—is  over
whelmed by traffic.

Not far from the spot where those people died,
seven others perished last July when a car was
broadsided by a truck; both accidents backed up
miles of traffic for hours. The estimated expansion
cost of 1-81 is in the neighborhood of $3 billion.

For those who know Virginia, there are differ
ent  transportation needs in different  parts of  the
state.  Throughout  rural  Virginia,  especially  in
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Southwest Virginia, roads and bridges are needed
to  attract  business  and  employment  growth.
Interstate 73 and the Coalfield Expressway have
been  proposed.  The  upgrading  of  Route  58  is
underway,  but  funding  for  its  completion  is  still
way in the future. Route 501 and Route 460 would
benefit from sorely needed upgrading and, in turn,
that would help the economies of Southside Vir
ginia. To get it done, we're talking several billions
of dollars for rural Virginia.

l^o, if  you take a look at these problems, is the
proper and sensible response years of more study,
more delay?

Obviously, that is going on - and has been for
some time.

Take the two commissions now studying the
problem with reports due in December 2000. As a
practical  political  matter,  unless  I  missed  some
thing, taxes and borrowing through bonds are off
the table.

So where does that leave us? Well, the com
missions are supposed to be innovative.

That's nice. Innovation is good.
But, just for fun, let's say these two commis

sions go wild and actually address funding needs.
Let's assume that both commissions make rec

ommendations next year, December 2000.
Whatever  those  recommendations  might

involve,  if  they  promise  to  address  the  revenue
needs and shortages in various parts of the state,
they  will  undoubtedly  be  politically  controversial
and subjected to attack. That is a given.

Therefore, nothing will  happen to those rec
ommendations, whatever they are, during the year
2001 because the entire House of Delegates will be
up for re-election in a gubernatorial election year.

So we go to the year 2002 with a new gover
nor, a new biennial budget, including lots of com
peting demands.

Whatever the two commissions recommend,
the  new  governor  and  legislature  must  then
approve.  Assuming  approval—lot  of  optimistic

assumptions  here—the  earliest  effective  date  is
likely to be July 1,2002.

If the recommendations involve money, it will
take a year or so for the money to begin being col
lected, and that takes us to the year 2003 or per
haps 2004.

With  some  money  in  hand,  plans  can  be
drawn, public hearings can be conducted, public
contracts can be let, all of which will take time and
most likely would push us into the year 2004 or
2005.

I am feeling older by the minute.
So, the bottom line: Whatever the two com

missions recommend next year, we are looking at
the possibility of the year 2005 before we even break
ground on one newly funded road.

And, given the time construction takes, we are
looking at the possibility of 2008 or 2009 before
anybody actually drives on the newly funded roads.

And, again, that all assumes that the two com
missions  will  recommend  additional  resources—
which, as I said at the outset, is not likely.

Now you're  beginning  to  understand  what  I
meant about our future being jeopardized.

And I really don't want to sound alarmist. But,
given the situation, the logical response is to act,
to  move forward with some measure of  urgency
and purpose.

But we're not doing that. Instead, we are loung
ing under the trees, having a nice little chat about
transportation. We just talk... and talk... and talk.

Listen, commissions are fine. I created one or
two myself. But they are no substitute for action.

And action is what the moment demands.
Transportation  is  the  lifeblood  of  our

economy—it's how we get the goods and services
we  produce  to  our  customers.  A transportation
system that does not work becomes a bottleneck-
choking off  our economy and eroding the quality
of our lives.

Let me say this even more clearly: We have
waited so long, and allowed so many needs to accu
mulate,  that  we  can't  possibly  raise  taxes  high
enough—or borrow through bonds—to meet all of
today's needs. A penny increase in the gas tax, for
example, would yield just $44 million dollars. And
there's a ceiling on the amount of debt we can carry.

Virginia has, of course, celebrated the arrival
of new federal transportation funds. It's about time
we got back more federal highway money. But let's
be realistic about the challenge.

First, our ability to keep returning to the fed
eral well is hampered by the fact that Virginia over
all gets far more back from the federal government
than it sends. In fact, we get more money than any
other state. Last year we got $16 billion more back

Commissions
are fine. But they
are no substitute
for action.
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than we contributed. We can try,  but it's a little
much to expect more.

Second, the amount in transportation funds,
even with the present increase, pales beside the
need.  We've  heard  it  touted  that  Virginia  will
receive $256 million more this year.  Wonderful.
To  straighten  out  one  busy  intersection  in
Williamsburg, I  am told,  could require as much
as  $50  million.  Or  the  whole  amount  wouldn't
come close  to  paying  for  the  Springfield  inter
change in Northern Virginia.

I believe we must recognize this dilemma and
impose a sense of urgency on this issue.

We  must  build  an  understanding  of  the
problem.

We must build a consensus for action.
We all have to work at it, people of good will

of  both  political  parties  from all  regions  of  the
Commonwealth.

We  must  also  resist  the  siren  song—the
Lorelei  of  Virginia politics—that we can just get
along with an incremental fix here or a commis
sion there or that somehow these things will take
care of themselves—on someone else's watch.

We must have a sustained commitment, an
effort  that's  commensurate  with  our  hopes  for
Virginia's  future.

The  Virginia  News  Letter
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We have been here before. Virginia's history is
replete  with  examples  of  times—decades  or
more—when we just sort of hung it up for a while.
We allowed the forces of  political  inertia  to  rule
the  land.  Education  suffered.  Transportation
withered  on  the  vine.  Mental  health  became  a
backwater.

And every time, when we woke up from our
slumber, we realized that the world had passed us
by, that we had lost the opportunity to be strong
and vital, and that our citizens were living lives that
were robbed of their potential.

I don't want to see that history repeated.
I don't want to see Virginia's current prosper

ity, built upon decades of capital investments, slip
through the fingers of our children.

It's time for the Decade of Delusion to end—so
we can get on with the urgent needs of tomorrow. ■
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