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You know all those orange barrels that you see as you’re driving around ___ (name of city) __?  You 

might call them a good example of a necessary evil … Something we just have to put up with in the 

name of progress and economic growth.  And that growth is forcing us into some decisions.  But before 

we make any of those decisions, we should all be well-informed about what they will mean – now and 

years into the future.  That’s why I’m visiting with you today … to share some straightforward 

information about the challenge we face, what choices we have and how that might involve doing 

things a little differently than we have in the past. I’m here because we need you to contribute 

informed viewpoints on policy decisions that will determine how the state’s most urgent transportation 

needs will be met, and how they should be paid for. 
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We can justifiably take pride in how Texas has been a leader in building and maintaining good highways.  

Thanks to that leadership, we have the kind of transportation system that attracts more people to move 

here. We’ve also been successful in attracting businesses to move here and keep our job market strong.  

That means we have that many more people who need our highways to do just about everything. 

Slide 3 

But economic prosperity and population growth are putting a huge strain on our highway system. It’s 

not a pretty picture, and it’s getting worse. The state is running out of ways to pay for improvements, 

and revenue will not continue to increase, so it will be much harder to keep up with the population and 

business growth that we’re all seeing now. All of that is forcing us to re-think the path that we’re on.  … 

But for now, if you look around, you’ll see lots of orange barrels … because we’re building and 

expanding highways. So based on what you see, it’s fair to ask “Why should I be worried?”  I’ll tell you 

why … Because the state has been building highways on borrowed money and it has reached the limit 

on its credit card.  Everyone here who has taken out a car loan or a mortgage knows that once you pay 

off that car or that house, they end up costing a lot more than if you had paid for them in cash.  The 

same is true when the state borrows money to build highways.  You see lots of orange construction 

barrels today, but those barrels might just be on the path to extinction. 
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There’s a lot at stake, starting with quality of life.  We need a reliable transportation system to help us 

get to where we live, learn, work, play and shop. And we don’t want to just “get there” – we want to get 

there safely and predictably. 
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And there’s something else very important at stake – our economy.  We need a good highway system 

not only to attract new businesses to Texas, but also to keep those jobs and businesses from going 

somewhere else. We need reliable transportation to help us do our jobs. And we need reliable 

transportation to keep shipping costs under control. 
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The challenge we face should not surprise anyone in this room who travels regularly in our state’s 

biggest cities. Traffic congestion in those cities has gotten so bad that we now spend 472 million hours 

every year sitting in traffic.  That’s costing our state more than ten billion dollars every year in wasted 

fuel and other delay costs.  It’s costing us more than two billion dollars in the costs of moving freight. 
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What does that mean to you personally?  It means about a thousand dollars out of your pocket every 

year, and 44 hours that you will never get back. That’s about 4 hours each month and less cash for you 

to spend on things other than sitting in traffic.  Remember those orange barrels? Well, even if we stop 

building highways and those barrels go away, the population growth will continue, and these numbers 

will only get bigger. 
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But it’s not just about traffic jams.  It’s also about safety.  Based on the most recent count, more than 

three thousand Texans are killed in roadway crashes every year.  Add to that almost eighty thousand 

serious injuries.  Here’s the point -- The more strain we put on our transportation system, the more 

wear and tear we can expect. It’s very important that we keep those roads in good condition, because 

well-maintained roads are safer roads. 
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So then, hopefully we can all agree that we have a problem.  So the logical question is -- How did we get 

in the hole we’re in?  And the answer is -- It’s all about supply and demand.  Over the past 40 years, our 

population has more than doubled – up by 125 percent.  The number of cars and trucks on the road has 

almost tripled. And the number of miles those cars and trucks travel has more than tripled.  Over the 

same time, our roadway capacity has barely grown at all -- only 19 percent.  We just have too much 

demand for roadway space and not enough supply.  It’s that simple.  And it’s one more reason why it’s 

time to re-think the way we’re doing things. 

Slide 10 

The state has many more demands on its transportation system at the same time that everything is 

costing more.  Think for a moment about what we might pay today for a house, or a car, or the groceries 

we buy.  The price of just about everything we need is about twice what it was twenty years ago. The 



same is true for the cost of building highways. And the way we pay for our highways is mostly through 

the gas tax. 

Slide 11 

Climbing out of this hole will not be easy, especially when you consider this – the tax we pay at the gas 

pump is not like the sales tax we pay at a shopping mall.  The federal and state gas tax together is now 

38 cents, and it’s the same no matter what a gallon of gas may cost. And mostly because of inflation, 

that 38 cents buys much less than what it once did.  The state gas tax has not been raised since 1991, 

and the federal gas tax has not been raised since 1993.  Why is that a big deal?  It’s a big deal because 

the gas tax is the primary source of money that the state uses to pay for transportation – that’s 

everything from highways to bike routes to sidewalks.  Imagine being in a job where your paycheck 

stayed the same for more than 20 years, but the cost of everything you have to buy is going up every 

year. Then, there’s a big and important purchase you need to make.  You’re short on options, so, you 

choose to use a credit card. 
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That’s what the state of Texas has chosen to do.  In 2003, Texans voted to authorize the state – for the 

first time ever – to borrow money to build highways.  Ten years later, our current credit card limit is 

about 17 billion dollars.  If you include debt at the local level, that total is 23 billion dollars. The state’s 

highway credit card has been maxed out. 
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The state has to pay that debt, including interest, at the same time that everything is costing more.  

Cement.  Steel.  Asphalt.  The cost of highway materials gets higher every year.  And at the same time, 

the state’s purchasing power shrinks.  And as cars become more and more fuel efficient, purchasing 

power will shrink even more.  That’s what happens when your paycheck stays the same for 20 years. 
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While we’re on the subject of what everything costs, it might be worthwhile to consider a few of those 

things to gain a little more perspective.  Now, these numbers may differ a little from one person to 

another.  And you also pay for county and city roads through property taxes and other fees.  But this is 

what the average Texan pays for these things every month.  22 dollars a month in federal and state gas 

taxes and registration fees. That’s less than a dollar a day for something pretty important in your life – 

the highways we use. 

Slide 15 

OK, then. If we’re in a hole that we really don’t want to be in, then how do we climb out?  We can start 

with advice you’ve probably already heard … “if you find yourself in a hole, the first thing you should do 

is stop digging.” Let’s start by not letting this get any worse.  We can do that by focusing on road 



projects that will give us the biggest bang for our buck.  We can do that by focusing on safety.  And we 

can do that by supporting land use decisions that support biking, walking and mass transit. 

Slide 16 

We should also focus on getting the most efficiency out of the roadways we have now. We should 

expect that our roadways are being used as efficiently as possible.  And, we should expect that the most 

common sense techniques are applied to make sure we’re squeezing the most out of every dollar of 

transportation spending.  These are the tools that are easy to understand – getting the crashes and 

stalled vehicles out of the way quickly, timing the traffic signals so that more cars get green lights. 

Putting more people in fewer cars.  It’s also possible to offer flexible work hours or telecommuting 

options so that people can avoid rush hours and still get their jobs done.  This is about re-thinking the 

way we do things. 
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So, if the state were to do these things, how would they be paid for?  Well, that’s partly up to you.  

-- They could be paid for in the old-fashioned way – with gas tax revenue, or with higher registration 

fees for our cars, pickups and motorcycles.  

-- They could also be paid for with a fee only for drivers who live in this region – a local-option fee – the 

money from which could only be used on projects in this region. 

-- The state could borrow more money, but as we’ve seen, the credit card balance is already pretty high. 

-- There’s also a concept called a road user fee, where you pay according to how many miles you drive – 

not according to how much gas you buy. 

-- And there are other options, including re-directing some of our current state revenue to 

transportation.  So if the question is “how will it be paid for?” the answer is partly up to you. 
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The choice is largely ours to make, but if we choose to invest, the payoff will be big -- You’ll have more 

time for whatever you want to do, whether that’s with family, with friends, or just for you.  You can be 

more confident that you’ll get where you want to go, sooner and safer, and more predictably.  The 

economy will be stronger because businesses and customers can count on more dependable, on-time 

deliveries.  And we can all count on a more healthy and stable job market. 
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Is “doing nothing” an option?  Yes, but … Doing nothing means that you’ll spend more time stuck in 

traffic, so you’ll have less time to do what you really want to do.  Doing nothing means you’ll spend 

more money on wasted gas, so you’ll have less money to spend on what you really want or need. Doing 

nothing means higher freight costs, so you’ll pay higher prices on just about everything that’s delivered 



by trucks.  And doing nothing also means slower emergency response times.  So, yes – doing nothing is, 

in fact, an option.  But whether it’s an appealing option is a totally different question. 
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We have important choices to make, and no matter which path we choose, our viewpoints and actions 

really should be based on facts and a clear understanding of the issues. It’s your highway system. You 

have a part to play in what that system looks like and how it gets paid for, so I encourage you to do 

three things.  First, be better informed. Second, be more involved.  Third, voice your opinion. 


