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Legislators seek private sector's help with transportation
By Robert Swift  

HARRISBURG - Getting the private sector more involved in building roads, bridges and transit systems is seen as part of a long-term solution to Pennsylvania's transportation funding problems.

House and Senate lawmakers and the governor's office are close to agreeing on legislation to establish public-private partnerships, a mechanism to steer private investment to public works projects. The agreement comes even though there is no consensus yet on erasing an immediate gap in transportation funding that is putting hundreds of road, bridge and transit projects at risk, including replacement of bridges at Shady Lane Road in South Abington Township and Stafford Avenue in Scranton.

The three 3Ps, as the public-private partnerships are called, involve state or local governments contracting with a commercial firm to build, expand or maintain a road, bridge or transit system for a set period while still maintaining public ownership. Potential candidates for 3Ps include adding lanes to congested metro highways, new bypasses and high-speed rail.

The best known recent example was Citi-Abertis' $12.8 billion bid in 2008 to lease, operate and collect tolls on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. Gov. Ed Rendell launched a lease bidding process as a Plan B alternative to tolling Interstate 80. Citi-Abertis withdrew its bid after a deadline passed with little prospect for necessary legislative approval.

The governor is pursuing a partnership to develop a new marine terminal in Philadelphia along the Delaware River.

Public-private partnerships have already made inroads with the public being unaware of it in many instances. The jobs given to private contractors have expanded with PennDOT's workforce down to 11,000 employees from a peak of 20,000 about 30 years ago. A private firm has a 30-year contract to operate the plazas on the Pennsylvania Turnpike.

Nationwide, a toll road leading to Dulles International Airport in Virginia and the Port of Miami Tunnel are examples.

Enactment of 3P legislation is likely sometime after lawmakers return to session in mid-September.

"We're about as close as we've ever been," said Eric Bugaile, aide to Rep. Richard Geist, R-Altoona, a sponsor of enabling legislation.

A key to winning support is overcoming a perception that partnerships are only about tolling, he added.

Private firms are interested in operating transportation-related concessions and receiving payments to do maintenance work as well.

The adoption of a significantly downsized 12-year transportation improvement program last week because of a 24 percent funding cut should create an opening for partnerships, said Bugaile. Only 3.7 percent of the projects listed in the new program would add new capacity to the transportation system, compared to 30 percent of projects in the 1990s.

But some officials point out 3Ps alone can't address the immediate $472 million-a-year funding gap caused by the federal government's rejection of I-80 tolls or a broader $3 billion underfunding problem.

"They can be included as part of any long-term strategy, but we all recognize that the public-private investment model cannot produce funds immediately or fill the funding gap we face over the next three years," said Rendell in testimony recently before the Senate Transportation Committee.

He is calling on lawmakers to also consider a tax on oil company profits, increased vehicle registration fees or a gas tax hike.

3Ps are part of the solution, but lawmakers will need to do more to fully address the lack of transportation funding, said Rep. Joseph Markosek, D-Monroeville, chairman of the House Transportation Committee.

"We have a serious problem that is going to impact not only the safety of the Commonwealth but the whole business infrastructure." he added. "There's no way to sugarcoat it."
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