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OUR PROPOSAL INCLUDES: 

This proposal proffers a new policy approach to integrate a national stormwater program paralleling the CMAQ concept to provide comparable funding to air to ensure that our nation’s waters are protected from the impacts of transportation infrastructure.  

OPPORTUNITY: 

Congress reauthorizes the surface transportation programs every four to six years.  The last two surface transportation bills made significant structural changes in the highway programs, increasing the funding for environmental programs and emphasizing fairness in the distribution of funds across the nation.   Since the current program, enacted in 1998, expires in September 2003, there is an opportunity to fine-tune these programs to maximize our abilities to conserve resources while meeting the nations’ transportation and security agenda. 

TEA-21 funds transportation control measures for air quality that are identified in the Clean Air Act.  No parallel program exists to protect the nation’s waterways.  In the same way that TEA-21 ensured the consideration of air quality, TEA-3 must now integrate water management by providing a funding mechanism for highway stormwater management programs nationwide. A companion research agenda that will promote both community-based and ecologically sensitive decision-making should also be considered in this endeavor. 

 This paper proffers new ideas in policy intended to integrate transportation programs with management actions to minimize the unintended environmental consequences of highway runoff on our nation’s waters.  

Impacts of Stormwater Runoff From Roadways 

Stormwater runoff from highways and transportation-related activities is a well-known impediment to good water quality.  Approximately half of the land area in and around cities consists of roads and motor vehicle infrastructure, according to a Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC, 1999).  These impervious surfaces collect pollutants from tailpipe emissions and brake linings along with other contaminants including nutrients, heavy metals, road salts, rubber, pathogens, hydrocarbons (oil and gas), and sediments.  They also prevent rainfall from soaking into the ground, altering the local hydrologic cycle and resulting in destructive stream flows, stream channel degradation, higher water temperatures, and reduced groundwater recharge.  When most of the roads and other impervious surfaces in this country were constructed, virtually no stormwater controls were in place to protect water quality.  In the Chesapeake Bay region for example, it is estimated that more than three-quarters of the roads were constructed prior to any requirements for managing stormwater runoff.  It is not surprising, therefore, that polluted stormwater is the leading cause of impairments for nearly 50% of the nation’s waterways.  

The impact of polluted runoff can be seen throughout the country.  EPA ranks urban stormwater runoff and storm sewer discharges together as the second most prevalent source of water quality impairment in the nation’s estuaries.  In the Chesapeake Bay, for example, it is estimated that runoff from highways contributes approximately 6.7 million lbs of nitrogen; 1 million lbs of total phosphorous and 167,000 tons of sediment annually.  Said another way, highways account for a whopping 22% of urban nitrogen and 32% of urban phosphorus.  Similarly, yearly runoff from North Carolina’s highways is an estimated 3.2 million lbs of nitrogen, 480,000 lbs of phosphorous and 80,000 tons of sediment. 

A study of pollutants in highway runoff from two urban sources in Wisconsin concluded that: “…streets were the single most important source area for urban pollutants in residential, commercial, and industrial areas.  Not only did streets produce some of the highest concentrations of phosphorus, suspended solids, bacteria, and several metals, but they also generated a disproportionate amount of the total runoff volume from the watershed.  Consequently, streets typically contributed four to eight times the pollutant load that would have been expected if all source areas contributed equally.”

The direct runoff numbers are only part of the story.  It may actually be more accurate to multiply these pollutant numbers 8 to 10 times to determine the true contribution of highway runoff to water quality degradation when all the development and other activity generated by road building is included in the computation.  Moreover, pollutant numbers do not include other harmful effects of highway runoff such as flooding, reduced groundwater recharge, stream channel degradation, loss of habitat, and significant increases in surface water temperatures.  For example, impervious surfaces can increase the annual volume of stormwater discharge by up to 16 times its predevelopment rate and cause a proportionate reduction in groundwater recharge. During summer months, impervious surfaces can cause air and ground temperatures to increase by up to 10-12o F compared to the former vegetative forests or fields.

Addressing stormwater impacts to water quality and stream channels is a costly endeavor.   In Maryland the per-mile cost of stream restoration in urban areas is estimated to be $1.2 million. While new road construction incorporates improved stormwater management techniques, states must find ways to address impacts from existing roadways in order to bring waterways up to standards required by the Clean Water Act.  Since roads are a major contributor to the impairment of waterways, transportation funding should be an integral part of the solution strategy. 

TEA-21 has Not Adequately Addressed the Water Quality Harm Caused by Roads

Although the Transportation Equity Act of the 21st Century (TEA-21) provides limited funding for water protection and related programs through the Aquatic Resource Trust Fund, Transportation Enhancement Funds and the Recreational Trails Program, no funds are specifically targeted to help restore the harmful water quality and stream impacts caused by roads and transportation related activities.  Nationwide, only 274 Transportation Enhancement projects (TE) have been designed to mitigate highway runoff and provide for wildlife connectivity since 1991, which constitutes less than 1% of all TE projects.  If those projects aimed at improving wildlife connectivity are backed out of consideration, the projects intended to mitigate the impacts of stormwater fall to only a fraction of that one percent. Clearly, given the contribution of roads and transportation activities to water quality and stream problems, TEA-3 should do more to help make up for past mistakes and ensure that new roads do not make it even more difficult to restore our nation’s waterways.

In contrast to water pollution, both the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA) and TEA-21 recognized vehicle emissions as a significant cause of air pollution.  As a result, the Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement Program (CMAQ) was established to interact with the Clean Air Act and reduce transportation related air pollution.  Consequently, most of the $12.4 billion that TEA-21 set aside for programs that address environmental issues has been reserved for air quality projects under CMAQ.  The main goal of CMAQ is to fund transportation projects that reduce tailpipe emissions in nonattainment and maintenance areas, with funding levels determined by the severity of air pollution in a state.  A companion program supporting standards set forth in the Clean Water Act should be developed and provide adequate funding to address both water quality impacts and stream corridor impacts.

TEA-3 Must Provide for Water Quality Protection and Mitigation 

Funding for transportation-related activities should provide an appropriate level of support for water quality protection, mitigation, restoration and enhancement projects.  Environmental leaders are calling for a new water quality program that would serve as a counterpart to the CMAQ program.  The water quality program would focus on the mitigation of impacts to watersheds from the development of highways and roads.  The objective of the program would be to address goals in the federal Clean Water Act by funding projects that improve water quality and/or stream corridor function.  A variety of activities would be eligible for funding, including:  stream restoration, stormwater retrofits, innovative technology development, environmental site design for highway projects, and performance monitoring (e.g., water quality monitoring) for projects that are implemented.  Funding distribution and formulas would be linked to watersheds with streams that have been adversely affected by federal aid highways and fail to meet State water quality standards (impaired). 

Comparison of CMAQ and Proposed Water Quality Programs

	CMAQ
	Water Quality

	Purpose:  Help meet requirements of Clean Air Act

Fund transportation-related projects that reduce tailpipe emissions in non-attainment and maintenance areas.


	Purpose:  Help meet requirements of Clean Water Act

Fund restoration and mitigation projects that address existing water quality and recharge problems in watersheds with streams impaired due to runoff from roads.



	
	

	Funding tied to areas that do not meet National Ambient Air Quality Standards (non-attainment areas) as well as maintenance areas.


	Funding tied to watersheds where streams fail to meet State water quality standards (impaired) and X% of roadways are Federal Aid Highways.

	Funds distributed to states based on a formula that considers an area’s population by county and the severity of its air quality problems within the non-attainment or maintenance area. (Greater weight is given to carbon monoxide non-attainment and maintenance areas.)


	Funds distributed to states based on a formula that considers the population and amount of impervious area in impaired watersheds (Greater weight would be given to areas with X% of impervious surface areas.)

	Eligible activities include:  transit improvements, travel demand management strategies, traffic flow improvements, and public fleet conversions to cleaner fuels.


	Eligible activities include:  stream protection and restoration, stormwater management retrofits, development of innovative technologies, environmental site design, enhancement of natural filters, and post-implementation water quality monitoring (performance monitoring).



	$8.1 Billion over 6 Years
	Comparable funding to CMAQ for water
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