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LITTLE ROCK - The state Highway Commission met with the state's Congressional delegation to discuss possible funding sources for improving and maintaining roads and bridges in Arkansas.
The governor also attended the meeting. Highway officials estimate that Arkansas highways and bridges need improvements and maintenance costing $19 billion over the next 10 years. Our highway programs are paid for with a combination of state and federal funds, which will generate $4.1 billion over the next decade. 
A major problem facing the Highway Commission is that gas tax revenues don't automatically rise with inflation because they are collected on a per gallon basis. In that important aspect, motor fuels taxes are unlike sales taxes that go up with inflation because they are a percentage of the retail price of the products sold.

Adding to the problem, from a financing perspective for highway construction, is that motor vehicles get better mileage than they used to. Improvements in gas mileage dampen revenue collections from a per gallon tax.

Of course inflation is a factor. The director of the Highway Department informed the group that 30 years ago, $100 million was enough to widen 143 miles of highway. Today, however, $100 million is only enough to widen 17 miles of highway.

The motor fuels tax collected by the state is 21.7 cents per gallon on gasoline and 22.7 cents a gallon on diesel. Both those rates are below the national average of 23.48 cents a gallon on gasoline and 23.79 cents a gallon on diesel.
Motor fuels taxes are in a category of the state budget known as special revenues. They are collected from a specific source and dedicated to a specific purpose. Another example is the collection of vaccination fees, from which revenue is dedicated to the Livestock and Poultry Commission's disease control programs.
The state's General Revenue Fund is much larger than any single special revenue fund. Sales taxes and income taxes are put into the General Revenue Fund, which is the main source of discretionary spending for legislators.
Even though sales and income tax rates have not gone up, the General Revenue Fund has increased over the past few years because of growth in the Arkansas economy. Highway officials calculate that while general revenues have increased an average of 4.2 percent a year over the past five years, the Highway Department's special revenues have averaged an increase of 1.4 percent a year over the same period.
The Department maintains and improves 16,419 miles of roads, making the Arkansas highway system the 12th largest in the country. The Department also maintains 7,120 bridges.
The Arkansas Highway and Transportation Department has the best ranking in the country in terms of administrative costs, which include salaries, insurance, benefits, supplies and maintenance of buildings. Those costs add up to $28.6 million, or 3.3 percent of the Department's total annual budget.
The Department receives $505 million a year in federal funding and $393 million in state funding, for a total yearly budget $898 million. The state funding comes from motor fuels taxes and user fees, such as registration for large trucks. The Department shares its state revenue with cities and counties, which each get 15 percent.
