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US Congress passes corporate-backed
highway construction bill
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   The US Congress passed a five-year, $305 billion
highway construction bill Thursday, sending it to the
White House where President Obama has pledged to
sign it into law. The final bill, after protracted
bipartisan negotiations, cleared the House of
Representatives by a 359-65 vote and passed the Senate
by a margin of 83 to 16. Three Republican senators
who are running for president, Marco Rubio, Ted Cruz
and Rand Paul, voted against the bill.
   While hailed by the leaders of both big business
parties as well as the corporate-controlled media, the
legislation is little more than a bandaid over the decay
of social infrastructure in the United States over the
past three decades. While five-year construction bills
used to be the norm, because state-level planning
efforts require the assurance of adequate federal
funding, the current bill is the first such longer-term
effort to be adopted in 17 years.
   At $305 billion, the legislation is slightly more than
half the $478 billion requested by the Obama
administration, and even that figure was a drop in the
bucket compared to the estimated $3.6 trillion which
the American Society of Civil Engineers estimates is
required to raise the infrastructure of roads, bridges,
dams and airports from its present “D” rating to the
level of a “B” rating by 2020.
   The bulk of the funding, some $207.4 billion, goes to
highway projects, in what will be a windfall for
privately owned construction companies that perform
nearly all roadwork in the United States. Federal funds
are generally matched by state funds on an 80-20 basis,
so the total public subsidy to private construction firms
will be about $260 billion.
   Only $48.7 billion will go to mass transit systems,
many of them in the Washington to Boston corridor,
where public transportation is most highly developed.

Although this level of funding is entirely inadequate to
meet the needs of mass transit, particularly the capital
investment in new lines, bridges, tunnels and rolling
stock, it was enough to secure most Democratic votes
in the House and Senate.
   The main opposition in both houses of Congress
came from ultra-right Republicans either opposed to
mass transit subsidies, particularly for Amtrak
passenger rail service, or to a provision restoring
authority for the federal Export-Import Bank, a target
of the Tea Party faction.
   For decades, highway transportation projects were
entirely funded by the federal gasoline tax, but this has
been fixed at 18.4 cents per gallon since 1993. Rising
fuel efficiency, expressed in the increase in miles per
gallon for nearly all vehicles, has reduced the amount
of gas tax revenue as well.
   Rather than increase taxes on corporations and the
wealthy to cover the $70 billion gap between what is
available in the Highway Trust Fund, the repository for
gasoline taxes, and the cost of the highway bill, the
bipartisan deal relies mainly on a transfer of $53 billion
from the Federal Reserve Board, derived from interest
payments by major banks for the funds loaned during
the 2008-2009 Wall Street bailout.
   Other funding stop-gaps include selling oil from the
Strategic Petroleum Reserve—despite current low prices
and oversupply in global markets—and the partial
privatization of debt collection by the Internal Revenue
Service.
   Several other unrelated measures are incorporated
into the highway construction bill to appease various
corporate lobbies and win the support of their political
advocates in Congress. The bill reauthorizes the Export-
Import Bank, a federal agency mainly used by Boeing,
General Electric and other big exporters to help
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compete with their foreign rivals in certain overseas
markets. The bank’s authority was allowed to expire in
June because of ultra-right Tea Party opposition, but an
amendment to restore it was added to the highway bill
last month by a coalition of “moderate” Republicans
and nearly all Democrats in the House.
   Similarly, federal crop insurance, a boondoggle for
big agribusiness companies and the wealthiest farmers,
which had been cut in the budget resolution adopted by
Congress in September, maintaining federal funding
through December 11, was restored by means of an
amendment to the highway construction bill. That
provision alone was worth $3 billion to the affected
companies.
   The only significant editorial opposition to the bill
came from the Washington Post, which blasted
Congress for failing to raise the gas tax for the past 22
years. “For years, the obvious solution has been to raise
the gas tax to a suitable level,” the newspaper
complained. The gas tax, since it is a flat consumption
tax on every gallon of gas, is highly regressive, taking a
much bigger piece of workers’ incomes, particularly
those who drive a long way to their jobs, than from the
income of the wealthy.
   The line-up behind the transportation bill—the Obama
White House working with the Senate and House
Republican leaders, Mitch McConnell and Paul
Ryan—is an important signal for next week, when
Congress must enact legislation to fund the federal
government for the current fiscal year.
   Congress has until December 11 to enact spending
bills based on the bipartisan agreement reached in
October on overall funding levels for the current year
and fiscal year 2017, which begins next October 1. That
deal was intended to remove any possibility of a partial
shutdown of the federal government during the 2016
election campaign, but it is not clear whether the
deadline will be met.
   In the face of increasing opposition from the right-
wing of the Republican Party in the House of
Representatives, House Speaker John Boehner resigned
October 30 after negotiating the budget deal, leaving it
to his successor, Paul Ryan, to push through the actual
spending bills for each federal department. It now
seems likely that Ryan will be compelled to resort to a
single, omnibus spending bill covering all departments
except the Pentagon. A defense spending bill was

passed last month and signed by Obama.
   In an effort to appease the ultra-right faction, which
exercises increasing influence in Washington, Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell brought to a vote
legislation Thursday effectively repealing Obamacare
and defunding Planned Parenthood. The bill passed
52-47, by a near party-line vote, under a special
procedure known as budget reconciliation, which bars
amendments and filibusters. The House is expected to
pass the bill next week and send it to the White House
for the certain Obama veto.
   The bill is no more than an exercise in political
symbolism, since there is no possibility of the veto
being overridden by either the Senate or the House,
which requires a two-thirds majority. But Republican
leaders are apparently calculating that engineering
passage of the Obamacare repeal, even if it is killed by
the White House, will allow them to shift a few votes in
favor of passage of the budget next week.
   An amendment to remove the defunding of Planned
Parenthood was defeated by 52-48, with one Democrat,
Joe Manchin of West Virginia, joining the Republican
majority. Another amendment, barring people on the
federal terrorism watch list from buying guns or
ammunition, was defeated by 54-45 because of
opposition by the National Rifle Association, the gun
lobby, which opposes any restrictions on the sale of
weapons.
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