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GETTING TRACTION ON THE RAIL RELOCATION FUND

March 30, 2009

Sen. Kirk Watson lays out his proposal to find a money source for the fund approved by voters in 2005.

Sen. Kirk Watson (D-Austin) laid out his plan on Monday to find the funding for up to $1 billion in bonds to provide rail relocation funding.

Not a single dollar has gone into the Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund since voters approved it back in 2005. Watson’s plan is to shift about $90 million in fees into a designated pot of money devoted solely to rail relocation. Right now, rail is so low on the department’s priorities that only four people on the TxDOT payroll are devoted to rail lines, in an agency with thousands of employees.

A number of city officials testified in a hearing today in Senate Transportation & Homeland Security. For smaller cities that are struggling with freight rail tying up traffic – like Amarillo or San Marcos – the funding would be welcomed. It also could finally get the long-proposed-but-unfunded Georgetown-Austin-San Antonio commuter rail line off the ground. And it could provide some additional relief for the Tower 55 issue in Fort Worth.

Under Watson’s bill, Senate Bill 1923, about $90 million would be set aside each biennium to pay for bonds. That money would not be released unless the state had at least the same amount of transportation funding in the subsequent biennium. If transportation funding ends up being dropped, the bond funding would not be diverted.

The early roadblock for the bill appears to be the issue of that diversion for funding. In the cases of the three funding sources identified by Watson, all are related to vehicular traffic and some amount of that funding goes to administer smaller programs such as the monitoring of overweight commercial vehicles.

Sens. Robert Nichols (R-Jacksonville) and Eliot Shapleigh (D-El Paso), in particular, were concerned about the funding sources. Nichols said the state had a hard enough time as it was trying to fund all required road projects. Shapleigh suggested a set amount each session be set aside for roads, with excess going to rail.

In response to Shapleigh’s comments, Watson said the benefit of a hard number each biennium was that it could give the bond market some assurances that a regular funding stream would be available for bond payments. Using the “excess over and above” strategy would not necessarily provide regular funding.

Watson said he, like many Senators, was opposed to the diversion of funding out of TxDOT Fund 6 for non-transportation expenditures, such as funding the Department of Public Safety. In this case, however, the funding would be diverting money from one type of transportation project to another type of transportation project. It would institute a certain amount of balance in transportation funding.

Both Nichols and Shapleigh suggested the use of dedicated rail-related fees to pay for the relocation fund. In California, for instance, freight line operators have paid a sort of “freight rail toll” to cover the cost of the Alameda corridor rail line. Nichols said he was much more comfortable with the creation of the Texas Mobility Fund – and its dedicated fees – than he was swapping money out of other programs.

