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Key Takeaways

Over the past few decades, the U.S. has spent tens of billions of dollars on highway
widening projects in the hopes of reducing congestion. In reality, these projects often
result in worse congestion and higher emissions. ! A “Fix it First” policy would focus
federal funding towards maintaining what we already have, rather than building new
highway lanes that exacerbate our problems. Whether through a stimulus bill or the
surface reauthorization, any major highway investment must address this issue to help

the United States meet its climate goals.
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Congress should include Fix it First in any
stimulus or surface reauthorization

The Senate Environment and Public Works Committee passed a highway bill in 2019 that
offered modest improvements over current law by creating new grant programs to reduce
congestion and emissions. But the bill ignored the elephant in the room by boosting funding
for the largest highway formula programs without refocusing them on repair and
maintenance. Unless Congress addresses this issue head-on, it will be increasingly difficult to

achieve our climate goals.

The House-passed Moving Forward Act (H.R. 2) better demonstrated how to tackle this
problem, 2 with several provisions that reorient highway spending towards Fix it First. These

include:

» Prioritizing repair and maintenance in the two largest federal highway funding programs;

» Requiring states that want to use federal highway dollars to build new capacity to present a

financial plan to maintain that new infrastructure for its entire life; and

» Requiring states to take into account all of the costs of any new highway capacity,

including costs related to emissions and impacts on connectivity.

Highway expansion makes traffic worse

When you add more lanes to a highway, congestion does improve at first, and drivers are able
to get where they’re going faster. But the benefits are short-lived. People who were making
fewer highway trips to avoid traffic are now ready to get behind the wheel more often. They’re
even willing to make long-term decisions that require them to drive more. For instance, faster
travel times encourage people to choose homes that are farther away from their work,
shopping, and social lives. As more drivers decide to make more highway trips, congestion
spikes back up to previous levels or higher—only now people must drive even farther on
clogged roads. Any congestion relief you might get from widening a highway disappears

entirely within five years. 3

Adding lanes is adding to the climate problem

As congestion gets worse, so do emissions. Because people are driving farther and stuck in
traffic for longer, their cars are polluting more. All this extra driving is why transportation
emissions have continued to rise, even as our cars have gotten more fuel efficient. 4 There’s
no question that replacing gas-powered vehicles with zero-emission vehicles (ZEVs) will play

a big role in decarbonizing surface transportation, but transitioning to 100% ZEVs will likely
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steps to reduce vehicle miles traveled (VMT).
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People are Driving More—and it’s Making Emissions Worse
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Source: Davis, Jeff. “U.S. VMT Per Capita By State, 1981-2017.” The Eno Center for Transportation, 2017, www.enotrans.org/eno-resources/u-s-vmt-per-capita-by-state-1981-2017/.
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There’s a better path forward—one that allows us to manage our highway system in a way
that’s more environmentally and economically sustainable. America has over $550 billion in
road and bridge repair needs. That number will keep growing every time we build another
highway that worsens congestion and that we can’t afford to maintain for its entire life.
Instead, we should focus on “fixing it first,” by prioritizing critical maintenance and repair
projects on our highway system. This isn’t radical: it’s actually a more responsible and
pragmatic way to fund our highway infrastructure than what we’re doing now. In addition to
avoiding the congestion and emissions that come with highway widening, Fix it First has

many other benefits:

It creates more jobs: Maintenance and repair projects create more opportunities for workers
than new construction projects, creating as much as 16% more jobs per dollar invested. ©
Maintenance and repair projects are more labor intensive: without the need to acquire land or
right-of-way, a larger share of project funding goes to workers. Maintenance and repair also
create jobs faster, since new construction projects have to go through lengthy environmental
and design reviews. Despite these facts, states chose to spend an average of one-third of their
Recovery Act funds constructing new roads. 7 A Fix it First policy would ensure states pursue
the projects that will get the most Americans back to work and get money into the economy

the quickest.

It’s fiscally responsible: Prioritizing maintenance and repair makes good fiscal sense. 8 It’s

cheaper to keep a bridge in good condition, for example, than it is to replace one that’s



crumbling. For every dollar we spend to keep our roads in good condition now, we can avoid

spending $7 in needed repairs later. 9

It still allows for new construction: Fix it First doesn’t mean no new construction of highways
or bridges—it just means that we focus the bulk of federal funding on repair and maintenance,
while ensuring any new construction projects will truly improve connectivity, won’t lead to

more congestion and emissions, and that we can afford to keep them in good condition.

Economic growth is not tied to more driving

Despite conventional wisdom, the idea that more driving is an inevitable part of economic
success just isn’t true. Data from the past five years shows there’s no correlation between a
state’s economic growth and its growth in VMT. In fact, some states with the highest GDP
growth, like Arizona, California, Idaho, and Minnesota, also had among the lowest VMT
growth. 10 More driving is not inevitable—it’s something we’ve chosen to encourage through

our highway policy, and something we can choose to stop without harming our economy.
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Vehicle Miles Traveled & Gross Domestic Product Have a Weak Relationship
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Source: State VMT data from FHWA; State GDP data from Bureau of Economic Analysis.
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