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Congress just finished one of its longest stretches of activity this year without completing action on many important bills and after this week’s recess heads into a truncated summer and fall session before adjourning the 109th Congress in early October.  
The next several weeks will focus on moving as many agency appropriations bills as possible as well as finalizing the immigration reform bill, FY’06 emergency supplemental bill, pension reform, lobbying overhaul bill, etc.  
FY’07 DOT Appropriations:

The House took its first step in developing an FY’07 DOT appropriations bill last week when the House Transportation, Treasury and Housing (TTHUD) Appropriations Subcommittee marked-up and approved its version of the FY’07 bill.  In general, transportations programs faired well.  The subcommittee approved the SAFETEA-LU guaranteed funding levels for both highway and transit programs as well as the authorized level for the FAA’s Airport Improvement Program.  Other programs such as Amtrak and the FTA’s new Small Starts program did not fare as well.

FHWA:  The subcommittee recommended $39.08B as the obligation limitation for the federal highway program, the same amount requested by the Administration and included in SAFETEA-LU – a 9.6% increase over current levels.  The Administration’s request for $100M for a new congestion related “Open Roads” program was not funded.  
FTA:  The subcommittee ignored the Administration’s request to cut $100M from the SAFETEA-LU authorized level and instead opted to fully fund the FTA programs at $8.98B, a $470M increase.  However, it included language stating that no funds could be spent on the new SAFETEA-LU Small Starts program.  The rationale is that FTA will not have the final regs in place in time to implement this program during FY’07.  This is a very popular program which many transit agencies are interested in and a lobbying effort is already underway to convince the full House to drop this prohibition.  The subcommittee funded the Formula and Bus programs at $7.26B and the Capital Investment (New Starts) program at $1.57B.  Details about any potentially negative report language will not be available until next week when the full committee acts.  
FAA:  The subcommittee also ignored the Administration’s recommendation to drastically reduce funding for the Airport Improvement Program (AIP).  The Administration proposed cutting the program to $2.75B, well below even the current funding level of $3.5B.  The subcommittee agreed to fund the fully authorized level of $3.70B.

FRA:  Once again the House proposed major cuts to Amtrak, allocating only $900M.  The general assumption seems to be that, as in past years, the Senate will restore all or a portion of the current funding level of $1.26B.  Amtrak had requested $1.6B.  The bill once again includes a variety of reform provisions.
The full House Appropriations Committee is scheduled to mark-up the bill sometime next week.  Action in the Senate has not been set yet.
Appointments:

After months of delay and numerous “holds”, rumors and complications, Congress gave final approval to several key US DOT nominations just as they were leaving for recess last week.  Those approved include Rick Capka as Federal Highway Administrator, Tyler Duvall as Assistant Secretary for Policy, Nicole Nason as NHSTA Administrator, and Shane Karr as Assistant Secretary for Government Affairs.  Unfortunately Jim Simpson’s nomination to be FTA Administrator is still pending.  

The White House announced the nominations of R. Hunter Biden and Donna McLean to fill vacancies on the Amtrak Board.  The nominations are subject to Senate confirmation.  US DOT Secretary Norm Mineta was re-nominated to an additional term.  
Biden is a DC attorney and the son of Senator Joe Biden (D-DE).  McLean is the former US DOT Assistant Secretary for Budget and CFO during the first Bush term.  She previously worked at OMB and on the Hill.  
SAFETEA-LU Implementation:

Attached to this Update is a revised version of the PB SAFETEA-LU Regulatory memo.  It includes information about several recent FHWA/FTA Federal Register notices.  Of note is an NPRM and request for comments on the Design-Build provisions and Final Notice on the Highways for LIFE program.  Also issued is a notice of availability of the Final Guidance on New Starts Policies and Procedures and New Starts Rating and Evaluation Process which adopts changes recommended in an earlier January 19 proposal.  Of particular interest to the engineering industry, FTA dropped requirements for contractor certification of cost and ridership estimates given the strong opposition expressed by the industry.  

SAFETEA-LU Funding Commission:
Now that all the members of the SAFETEA-LU National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Commission have been named, Secretary Mineta, the chair of the Commission, held the first meeting of the group on May 24 in DC.  At that meeting Quintin Kendall, US DOT Deputy Assistant Secretary for Management and Budget and former White House Liaison, was named as the Commission’s Executive Director.  The Commission plans to hold four field hearings around the country with the first to be held in Wisconsin in conjunction with the Mississippi Valley AASHTO meeting on July 12.  The Commission’s report is due by July 2007.  
The initial meeting was comprised mostly of introductory speeches by the commissioners, presentations by Virginia Governor Tim Kaine and Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels, who were in town to testify at a House T&I Committee hearing on Public Private Partnerships, and briefings by AASHTO’s Jack Basso and TRB representatives.  
National Congestion Strategy:

On May 16 US DOT Secretary Norm Mineta unveiled a report entitled “National Strategy to Reduce Congestion on America’s Transportation Network”.  A copy of the report is available at http://isddc.dot.gov/olpfiles/ost/012988.pdf.  The report includes a six point plan to work with states to reduce congestion focusing on relieving urban congestion, unleashing private sector investment resources, promoting operational and technological improvements, establishing a “Corridors of the Future “ competition, targeting major freight bottlenecks and expanding freight policy outreach and finally accelerating major aviation capacity projects.  The report calls for the creation of new “Urban Partnership Agreements” which will emphasize improving ITS technology, expediting permitting and financing innovations such as tolling and value pricing.
The plan does not include much, if any, new funding; rather it seeks to highlight and focus existing federal and state programs and resources.  While the emphasis on congestion was welcomed by most industry groups, many were critical of the lack of new funding resources. 
