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JUST A FEW years ago, the term "infrastructure" held little meaning for most people. Today citizens and policymakers alike increasingly subscribe to the notion that we suffer from an "infrastructure crisis," marked by deteriorating highways, bridges, and sewers. News stories regularly describe an infrastructure that is "rotting," "crumbling," or "collapsing." This conclusion is bolstered by historical and international comparisons of capital-investment spending, which ostensibly demonstrate a persistent national failure to invest in public works. Meanwhile, the recent recession has added urgency to calls for a massive effort to boost public capital spending, create new jobs, and restore our infrastructure to its previous glory. President-elect Clinton's plan for "Putting People First" calls for spending an additional $20 billion a year on everthing from rebuilding highways to constructing high-speed rail lines. And the nation's mayors have identified more than $26 billion in immediate public works projects to help lead cities and the nation out of recession. 
But while visions of greater economic competitiveness and a new WPA hold increasing political appeal, this idea of a vast and pervasive national infrastructure crisis has been built on very few statistics and a number of myths. America's public works are not falling apart. To be sure, public works did suffer from a spending decline in the 1970s. And some localities (and an occasional state) appear to face real problems of physical decay and deterioration. However, the root causes of these problems, even in many of our worst-off cities, are largely political rather than fiscal or economic. 

The myth of declining spending 

According to many reports, we are simply not spending enough on public works, in part because infrastructure ranks low on the priority lists of politicians. This "underspending" is often stated relative to spending in other industrialized countries, or to the value of our gross domestic product. But appropriate comparisons must adjust for differences across nations in the size and content of the public sector, and for the role and function of different types of infrastructure as well. When we make these adjustments, the underspending myth becomes evident. 

The basic categories of infrastructure are highways and streets, water systems and supply, and sewer systems and wastewater treatment. Spending on these categories is almost entirely an activity of state and local governments, although federal grant assistance accounts for a substantial share of state and local spending. In terms of capital spending, the first category--highways and streets--is by far the largest, amounting to almost $26 billion of state and local spending in 1991 (this figure and all others in this section are expressed in 1987 dollars). Highway capital spending dwarfs spending on sewers ($8.32 billion) and water ($5.75 billion), as well as mass transit ($1.70 billion), according to figures from the Department of Commerce. 

The trends in capital spending for these categories of basic infrastructure are quite clear, and contradict arguments about public inattention and government failure. Highway spending boomed during the 1960s, as we built the Interstate Highway System with federal grant funds. Then spending slipped during the 1970s, as revenues from gasoline taxes--by then the principal source of highway spending--failed to keep up with inflation. But from a low point of about $17 billion in 1981, state and local highway investment increased regularly for nine straight years. The preliminary figure of $25.3 billion for 1991 represents a modest drop from the $26.7 billion of 1990. But the figures for 1990 and 1991 are just about equal to the annual average for the 1960s, the period of the great national investment in the Interstate Highway System, and spending will continue to increase over the next few years. Indeed, highway spending for the first half of 1992 proceeded at an annual rate of more than $29 billion. Even greater federal highway spending will be fueled by the new Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act, and state spending will be buoyed by a host of increases in state gasoline taxes enacted over the last few years. 

The spending trends for the other two categories, water and sewer systems, tell a similar story. State and local capital investment for sewer systems boomed during the early 1970s with a boost from federal grants under the Clean Water Act. The postwar spending peak came in 1975, with just over $9 billion in capital investment. Then spending dropped off as federal aid declined in the early 1980s. Yet in 1991, spending on sewers reached $8.32 billion, just under the postwar peak. As with highways, spending has notably increased since 1985, notwithstanding a decrease in federal aid. 

Capital investment for water systems has also moved steadily upward over the last decade. Spending in 1991 came to $5.75 billion, the highest annual expenditure in the nation's history. Public investment for water supply and distribution in 1991 was more than twice the annal spending of the early 1970s, even after adjusting for inflation. 

Beyond the three basic infrastructure categories, spending on mass transit is the one clear exception to the pattern of steady long-term increases in infrastructure investment. Mass-transit facility spending through the 1980s has fluctuated from year to year, averaging about $1.5 billion (still considerably higher than the annual average of $750 million during the 1960s). But in the last four years, even mass transit has shown regular increases, with 1991 spending totalling $1.7 billion. State and local capital spending on airports, moreover, has been on the increase since 1982. Spending in 1991 amounted to $2.54 billion, just under the nation's historical peak in 1990 ($2.64 billion) and a 37-percent increase over spending in 1970. The amounts spent on both mass transit and airports are, of course, dwarfed by highway spending. 

These spending trends belie the notion that we are underinvesting or living on the investments of past generations. Led by sharp increases in highway investment, spending has gone up in the last decade and shows every sign of continuing to rise. Total investment in streets, highways, mass transit, airports, and water and sewer systems came to $43.66 billion in 1991, a figure that is 41 percent above the 1982 low point in capital spending. 

In two of the three basic infrastructure categories, spending has also kept pace with the growth rate in population. The 1991 ratio of capital investment for water systems to population size is just under the ratio for the peak postwar spending year of 1968. And for sewers and wastewater treatment, population-adjusted spending in 1991 exceeded the average annual spending of the 1970s, the historical high point for sewer-system investment. It is only for highways that capital spending lags on a per capita basis. There, state and local investment has yet to meet the peak levels of the mid-1960s, although it has been steadily increasing. 

Some recent analyses of infrastructure spending have pointed to a spending decline relative to total federal spending or to the nation's gross domestic product. Using either of these measures, infrastructure spending, particularly on highways, has indeed declined from its peak years in the mid-1960s, although comparisons with overall federal spending are complicated by the enormous growth in Social Security and Medicare outlays. But past spending history should not necessarily dictate spending today or in the future. The spending boom of the 1960s reflected a national investment in the creation of the Interstate Highway System and new suburban development. Today it is far from clear that the nation should again spend the amount of money required to build more than 40,000 miles of new highways; repairing existing highways is a different--and far less expensive--undertaking. 

Recent patterns of infrastructure investment suggest that public officials and voters are quite capable of recognizing the importance of maintaining streets and sewers, and of supporting new taxes and spending for them. Twenty-two states increased their gasoline tax rates between 1989 and 1991 to support highway investment. California, long bedeviled by taxation and spending issues, saw the public approve a referendum providing for regular annual gas tax increases to 1994. In fact, even without a vast national campaign to rebuild the infrastructure or to spur state and local government infrastructure investment, these governments are doing just that. And by raising gasoline tax rates and sewer fees, and promoting bond issues for airport expansion and development, state and local governments are providing new and larger revenue streams for future infrastructure-spending increases. 

Not a federal case 

The second infrastructure myth is that we face a pervasive, national problem that requires a solution at the federal level. The reality is quite different. Take the widely reported case of national bridge problems. As of mid-1990, according to the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), there were almost 276,000 bridges on the federal-aid highway system, the backbone of our highway and street system. About 13 percent of those bridges were classified as "structurally deficient," meaning that they require reduced loads, restricted traffic, or immediate rehabilitation. These are the nation's real "problem bridges." Another 18 percent were deemed "functionally obsolete," a classification that includes those that do not meet current standards for lane width or for the curve of highway approach. These obsolete spans might warrant renewal or replacement, but they are not substantial safety or structural risks, so it seems approriate to focus on the deficient-bridge category. 

The 36,742 structurally deficient bridges do represent a real infrastructure need. But that need is not distributed evenly across the country. Fully 40 percent of the deficient federal-aid-system bridges are located in just six states. The worst four states account for more than 11,500 bridges, or 31.4 percent of the national total. For the great majority of states, bridge problems are fairly modest in scope. 

Although the average incidence of structurally deficient bridges nationally is 13 percent, 23 percent of federal-aid bridges in Missouri are deficient, while West Virginia hits 34.5 percent. New York state leads the nation with fully 55.7 percent of its almost 9,000 bridges deemed deficient. Clearly, bridge needs are very different across the states. 

Individual states are responsible for most of their own bridge and highway maintenance, and some are doing a good job. Only 2 percent of Florida's bridges are deficient, and the figure for Oregon is 5.5 percent. Even in states with severe winter weather and problems caused by road salt--Minnesota (10.7 percent) and Maine (12 percent), for example--real structural problems are relatively modest. Yet other states, like New York and West Virginia, lag far behind national norms. 

This uneven distribution is mirrored in other highway needs, such as pavement condition. According to 1989 data, the average percentage of "poor" quality roads across the states is 11 percent. In most states the problem is relatively small. For example, only 5 percent of highway pavement in Texas is in poor condition, and the proportion for Connecticut is only 3.6 percent. For other states, like Massachusetts (10.1 percent) or Michigan (10.8 percent) the needs approximate the national average. But a handful of states stand out with unusually poor roads. The "poor" percentage for Rhode Island is 26.8, while Idaho stands at 27.7 percent and Mississippi measures 22.9 percent. As with bridges, a small number of states look much worse than their counterparts, and these differences do not appear to correspond directly to varying weather conditions. A major federal spending program would obviously help a few poorly managed states, but only at the expense of others that have done a good job of maintaining their own bridges and highways. 

Inexpensive repairs 

A third great infrastructure myth is that it will cost huge sums of money to fix our "crumbling" infrastructure. Needs estimates during the 1980s from groups like the Associated General Contractors of America were often in the trillions of dollars, reflecting the cost of replacing thousands of bridges and a large portion of our street, highway, and sewer systems. These estimates tend to impress by their very scale, and may well have played a role in stimulating the increasing federal, state, and local capital investment of the last decade. Yet large cost estimates can conceal as much as they reveal, muddying safety problems with higher design standards, or including the "wish lists" of local officials along with vital needs. 

Take the case of recent needs estimates for bridges and highways. The Federal Highway Administration's longstanding estimate of $51 billion to meet our national bridge needs has been widely reported in the media. But that figure covers a wide range of needs across all the states. Divided into some specific categories that reflect both governmental responsibility and immediacy, the $51 billion total looks a bit more tractable. 

First, very little of this total involves structures on the Interstate Highway System, the most vital national transportation system with the greatest vehicle traffic. Interstate bridge needs come to only $3.5 billion--quite a manageable amount at a time when federal highway spending alone come to more than $16 billion annually. 

Indeed, the repair cost for structurally deficient bridges on the entire federal-aid highway system comes to only $19.1 billion. Recall that these deficient bridges represent the real "problem" category of potential safety difficulties. Another $12 billion of the total bridge-needs estimate is made up of "functionally obsolete" spans on the federal-aid system. These bridges may not meet contemporary standards, but they can often be improved (with better signs and markings, for example) at far less than the total cost of physical rehabilitation or repair. Finally, about $20 billion of the need total comes from bridges off the federal highway system. The quality of these bridges varies widely from state to state, as does the traffic they carry. In many cases, these bridges are the remnants of an earlier rural highway demand, and some proportion could be posted for reduced loads or actually abandoned with only modest public inconvenience. 

While the $51 billion figure is impressive, we can probably manage our real problems for half that amount. And if bridges constitute a clear investment priority, current levels of capital spending by state and local governments are great enough to meet that amount over a few years. Part of the difficulty in assessing infrastructure need, however, is that "need" is a moving target, reflecting not only structural conditions (the "crumbling" and "decaying" that usually preface the term "infrastructure") but also changing definitions and preferences. 

Consider the most recent federal estimates for highway investment needs, completed in 1991. The FHWA's "improve 1989 condition and performance" model calls for eliminating a backlog of current highway deficiencies at a total cost of $400 billion. Annual spending would have to range between $60 and $68 billion per year, or almost three times current levels, to meet this total need. Yet 72 percent of the need amount reflects congestion and traffic-carrying capacity--the presumed requirement for continuing to add new lanes of highway to meet traffic demand. Only 28 percent of the spending would be devoted to improving or maintaining existing pavement quality. The "need" to add a vast number of new lanes of freeway and expressway, almost all in developed urban areas, generates an enormous figure for the purchase of land and right-of-way. In fact, many economists recognize that adding new lanes and new highways is about the least efficient way to deal with traffic demand at peak commuting times. Alternative pricing schemes or changes in commuting times and patterns could more effectively deal with rushhour congestion. By lumping the massive cost of building new highways together with the more commonly understood issue of roadway quality, we can get an enormous "need" figure that is probably unnecessary and unattainable in the context of local highway politics. 

The myth of vast infrastructure spending needs reflects not only national programs and policies, but local circumstances as well. Again, enormous needs in dollar terms can often be broken down into much more realistic assessments of required spending. One declining central city, St. Louis, provides just such an example. 

A 1991 assessment of St. Louis' capital needs came up with a total of more than $239 million in spending requirements. With the city's existing capital spending coming to just over $8 million per year, the city would need some twenty-eight years to meet its current capital needs. Some of these needs reflect real short-term problems, such as replacement of underground storage tanks for $1 million and a new siren warning system. But other items reflect the city's failure to invest in maintenance and renewal for decades, like the $48.5 million item for renovating city parks. And other capital "needs" are simply wish-list projects that carry some political payoff, like $15 million required for economic-development projects and another project to develop a "multimodal passenger terminal" to link trains, buses, and light-rail systems in the downtown core. Indeed, the city's capital-need figure even includes $35 million for renovating curbs and alleys that have received essentially no city attention since they were first built. Such a "need" could be addressed simply by assessing property owners for the cost of repairs, as many other cities have done. 

Financing infrastructure 

One final myth of urban infrastructure, particularly current in recent months, is the notion that state and local governments are so strapped and constrained as to be incapable of meeting their own needs. This view of state and local incapacity has been particularly heightened by stories of declining government revenues and fiscal cutbacks in the wake of recession. States and localities do face a tough fiscal time today. But those fiscal problems do not necessarily limit capital spending and infrastructure investment. 

As noted earlier, the figures on state and local capital spending in recent years show steady and regular increases. Those increases have largely continued through early 1992. This continued pattern of steady or rising capital investment in infrastructure, even in a recession, is understandable in light of the mechanisms for financing public works. Highway building, the major spending category, is principally financed through motor-fuel and vehicle taxes tied to car ownership and mileage, which are quite resistant to economic downturns. Water and sewer system investment is similarly financed through dedicated user fees that reflect water usage and that remain quite stable over time. And for many local governments, the bond issues that support infrastructure construction are tied to specific revenue sources independent of national economic conditions. Indeed, voters have proven quite supportive of infrastructure bond proposals even in recent months. St. Louis saw the passage of a $1.5 billion airport expansion plan in November 1991. And voters around the country approved more than 75 percent of all non-education bond proposals voted on in 1991, including 98 percent of the more than $2 billion in proposed transportation bonds. Thus, while sales and income tax revenues have dropped for many state and local governments, the fiscal capacity to finance capital investment has remained. 

Bad choices 

While many state and local governments have been boosting infrastructure-related revenues and spending, some governments have chosen to avoid higher taxes or new public debt. This avoidance of infrastructure funding has not been a product of the "tax revolt" or a lack of public interest. It has instead quite often been the result of a failure of political leadership and initiative, with mayors and governors content to promote the politics of job creation while avoiding mounting public needs. These locales have chosen not to use their resources to invest in meeting their own infrastructure needs. 

Take the case of highway investment. The vast bulk of revenue for highway maintenance and capital spending comes from taxes on vehicles and fuel, amounting to 78 percent of state highway revenues in 1989. For decades, fixed gas tax rates and fees provided a stable source of revenues. But in the 1970s and beyond, inflation substantially eroded the revenues from these sources. The fiscal solution was simple--higher gas taxes, just to keep up with inflation. But while some states regularly raised tax rates, others fell far behind. Take the case of two states, Iowa and California, with exactly the same gas tax rate of 7 cents per gallon in 1966. Iowa boosted its tax in 1978, 1981, and again in 1985. Today, after additional increases, that gas tax rate is 20 cents per gallon. California first raised its tax--to 9 cents--in 1983, and now it stands at 16 cents per gallon, lagging well behind other states. Some state governments have managed to boost tax rates and invest in bridges and highways, despite the possible political fallout from tax increases. But many state governments let highway investment fall in relative terms, despite evidence of need. New York has maintained an 8-cent-per-gallon tax without change since 1973, while neighboring Connecticut imposes a 25-cent-per-gallon rate. 

For most cities, substantial spending on infrastructure projects requires the use of long-term debt, spreading the cost of highways, streets, and sewer systems over twenty or thirty years. Debt financing commonly requires direct public approval through a vote to support a bond-issue proposal. While some locales like New York City have the capacity to issue debt without public approval, forty-two states require a vote. By approving a bond issue, the electorate also commits itself to the taxes required to repay it. Urban capital spending thus need not directly compete for local revenues with such immediate priorities as police protection or aid to the homeless. 

Bond issues built the modern American city. In Chicago, for example, local voters faced a total of ninety-two individual bond proposals from 1910 through 1927, involving more than $230 million in new debt. That $230 million in bonds would translate into $1.8 billion in 1987 dollars. And the city's voters endorsed more than 85 percent of the value of these proposals, supporting more than $180 million in new bonds. It was this public support and the consequent investment that created the city's complex of boulevards and major avenues, built a new downtown bridge system, and paid for the development of North Michigan Avenue as a major business locale. 

Bond votes provided the capacity for state and local governments to build and expand infrastructure through the 1950s and 1960s. The constant-dollar volume of state and local bond proposals on the ballot tracks the infrastructure-investment boom through the 1960s very closely, particularly when school spending is excluded. Although the annual volume would routinely increase in even, election years compared with non-election years, the overall trend was up during the first part of the post-World War II period. But after a peak of about $43 billion in 1968 (in 1987 dollars), the volume of bond proposals fell quite sharply during the 1970s. 

Some of the decrease in proposed bond issues reflected changing political realities. The voters' mood changed in the early 1970s, and a far greater proportion of bond proposals were voted down. That shift presaged the "tax revolt" of the mid-1970s and the adoption of California's Proposition 13, for example. State and local elected officials no doubt responded to the public's aversion by avoiding new bond proposals. And an increasing volume of relatively unrestricted federal aid (under the revenue-sharing and Community Development Block Grant programs), as well as new assistance for sewage treatment and sewer systems, may well have offered elected officials an alternative source of capital-investment funds. The ultimate result was a dramatic drop in the volume of bond proposals on the ballot. That reduced level of voted proposals has continued in recent years. Thus in 1991, the voters faced a total of $6.66 billion in non-education bond proposals (in 1987 dollars) and approved 77 percent. The 1991 proposal amount was actually less than the volume in 1987 and even slightly less than the value of bond proposals in 1981. Most remarkably, after adjusting for inflation, the 1991 bond proposal amount was only 27 percent of the amount voted on in 1969. 

Investment in infrastructure has long been tied to popular support. Today, the public's approval rate for new bond issues, particularly those for transportation infrastructure, continues to be substantial. What has changed is the set of investment choices that voters face. In city after city, bond proposals have all but disappeared from the ballot. Promoting bond issues and capital spending carries with it political risk, and the appearance of raising local taxes. Even though the level of state and local infrastructure investment has soared in recent years, the fiscal choices faced by the voters remain quite limited. The result has been a dramatic shift, both in what government builds and where it is built. 

Spending in St. Louis 

The shifting politics of local infrastructure investment can be readily seen in the case of an older central city like St. Louis. For decades, St. Louis financed its capital spending with bond issues approved by the voters. These paid for everything from a city auditorium and civic center to a new hospital, streets and highways, parks, and urban renewal. These bond issues translated into regular increases in the city's debt. The city's general obligation debt increased from $72 million in 1950 to $128 million in 1960 and almost $150 million in 1968 (all in nominal dollars). But the city gradually began to move away from capital spending during the 1970s. By 1980, its debt had fallen to $86 million. Adjusting for the impact of inflation, the drop was even more remarkable. In 1987 dollars, debt fell from $395 million in 1970 to $90 million in 1980. And during this period, the city's capital spending from its own fiscal resources effectively evaporated, falling to only $18 million by 1992 (again in 1987 dollars). 

The general move away from bond proposals by many cities, beginning in the 1970s, was certainly evident in St. Louis. One major package of bonds totalling $110 million was largely defeated in 1974. The city's reluctance to address capital-spending needs continued well after that date and through the 1980s. Only two small bond proposals appeared on the ballot in the 1980s, for a police-communication system and fire stations. Both passed with more than the required two-thirds majority. The city's current debt amounts to only $18 million, compared to the $90 million of 1980 and the $575 million of 1960 (all in 1987 dollars). 

The debt decline has also had a marked impact on property taxes. In past decades, new bond issues meant stable or increasing property taxes for bond repayment. But with no new bond issues, the city's property taxes have been dropping year by year, although the majority of the city's assessed value consists of commercial real estate that provides a solid tax base. 

Convention centers, stadiums, and airports 

The modest level of debt and infrastructure investment in contemporary St. Louis is only one part of the city's public spending story. The city has proven quite adept at financing and building certain projects in recent years. These projects just do not include streets and bridges. 

The one major bond proposal that did reach the voters in recent years, as mentioned above, called for a $1.5 billion expansion of Lambert-St. Louis International Airport, a scheme promising the creation of thousands of new jobs and local economic growth. Despite an absence of detailed planning for the expansion project and much local debate, the city's voters provided a 64 percent majority in favor of the revenue bonds. The city is also in the process of developing two major new public facilities in the downtown business district. The city's convention center, originally approved by the voters in 1972 and opened in 1977, is currently being expanded at a cost of almost $120 million. The convention-center expansion is being financed by an independent public authority, neatly avoiding constraints on the city's spending (and the requirement for voter approval of bonds). Still, the city is obliged to spend almost $10 million per year under a lease arrangement. 

Adjacent to the convention center, the city--along with the state and county--is financing and building a new domed stadium to serve a hoped-for National Football League team. The stadium project will cost another $245 million, with the city contributing $60 million. Once again, there was no public vote on the project, despite its roughly $6 million in annual lease payment cost to the city. Compared to St. Louis' current capital budget of $6.6 million, the annual spending for the dome and convention center represents an enormous fiscal commitment. St. Louis clearly has developed a kind of "two-track" system for funding capital investments. Some needs, like streets, bridges, and parks, have been consistently put on the back burner or ignored. Other capital projects--principally those targeted to attract tourists or boost the fortunes of the downtown core area--have received substantial support. These projects enjoy their own dedicated revenue sources, such as a restaurant-meals tax for the convention-center expansion, and are therefore not obliged to compete with other public needs. 

The choice of convention centers, stadiums, and airports as public-spending priorities serves to aid local business interests and holds the promise of boosting economic growth. Moreover, it can be advantageous to a big city mayor (like St. Louis' Vincent Schoemel or former Atlanta mayor Andrew Young) who seeks to run for higher, statewide office with a record of low taxes and expansive new job creation. But it can also mean that other, longer-term needs are avoided or deferred. 

St. Louis, like many other cities, undoubtedly has infrastructure needs and a host of other urban ills. But its funding choices reflect a political problem that would not necessarily be solved by a one-time infusion of federal dollars. Federal assistance would have to be filtered through the same local political system that has consistently sought to avoid bond proposals, limit voter review, constrain capital investment, and boost the economic fortunes of downtown. Indeed, when "no strings" federal revenue-sharing arrived in 1972, the city employed most of the new aid to substitute for city revenues in paying for the original development of the Cervantes Convention Center. When short-term federal assistance for local public works became available in 1977, city officials chose to build a pedestrian connection between the Convention Center and downtown buildings, along with other public works. 

The St. Louis case is not unique. Other major cities, including Atlanta, Kansas City, and Cleveland, have succeeded in avoiding new bond proposals and in limiting their capital investment. In Cleveland, the voters last faced a bond proposal on the ballot in 1969. The inevitable result has been a drop in real city debt and a mounting toll of infrastructure need, even as investment in economic development projects and convention centers has soared. 

Chicago's recent flooding catastrophe provides an example of just this sort of policy mismatch. Even as the collapse of part of the downtown tunnel system serves as a symbol of aging infrastructure and presumed urban need, Chicago is embarking on the largest single public building project in its history, a plan to enlarge its McCormick Place convention facility by more than 60 percent, adding one million square feet of new exhibit space, with a total price tag of $987 million. Although some argue that the new McCormick Place will eventually pay for itself and generate thousands of new jobs in the city, construction will require new taxes on downtown restaurants, automobile rentals, and local hotel rooms, and a special airport departure fee. 

State priorities 

The relationship between infrastructure "need" and the question of political choice can also be seen in state spending decisions, where there is often a preference for new building and economic development. Take the case of Texas. The state reported almost 1,000 structurally deficient federal-aid bridges in 1990, and another 3,644 bridges were deemed "functionally obsolete." That leaves Texas with the second largest total of "bad bridges" in the nation, right behind New York. Yet Texas has ample resources of its own to invest in bridge renewal and repair. It has steadily raised its gasoline tax in recent years, from 5 cents a gallon in 1984 to 20 cents today. And in 1991 the state spent about $3 billion on highways, including almost $1.8 billion on new construction. These expenditures include millions for widening Interstate highways, double-decking freeways, and building entirely new roads (including one providing access to a new theme park in San Antonio). The state could clearly address--and solve--its bridge problems with its own resources if it chose. 

There is no particular reason for Texas to renew or replace all those thousands of bridges which add to the national totals of "need." Many of them carry light traffic loads or serve limited areas. The "functionally obsolete" bridges may simply have narrow shoulders or be subject to occasional flooding of the roadway. Indeed, the state's preferences are clearly shown by the way it spent $568 million for maintenance in 1991. Bridge maintenance received merely one percent of the state's total maintenance spending. To build a national policy on the assumption that Texas should replace or renew all of its 4,635 troubled federal-aid-system structures makes little sense. Just as St. Louis chooses convention centers rather than parks or bridges, so states quite commonly choose new construction and expansion over renewal and rehabilitation. Sometimes this is appropriate; sometimes it is not. 

Restructuring choices 

Thus, the central issue in dealing with contemporary infrastructure needs is restructuring the choice process at the state and local levels, and encouraging all levels of government to invest seriously in reasonable renewal and rehabilitation efforts rather than in new development. Federal highway policy should begin to emphasize renewal and repair over new construction, rewarding those states that increase their own fiscal effort with greater federal aid. Aid for bridge replacement and renewal should also encourage state-level effort and attention, rather than promoting the perverse set of incentives whereby an ever-larger count of "bad" bridges helps states secure more federal aid. If some states can manage to care for their stock of bridges and highways, they should properly serve as national models and be supported by national investment policy. Federal policy should promote attention to real infrastructure needs. The contrast between rusting bridges and brand-new stadiums in cities like St. Louis and Atlanta starkly demonstrates that more dollars alone will not provide a solution to those infrastructure problems that do remain around the United States. 

