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As reauthorization of the federal surface transportation bill is debated, I encourage you to support provisions that would provide additional funding for the State to address highway stormwater pollution.  The amount of money historically made available for highway stormwater pollution has proven inadequate.  I believe that establishing a national stormwater program that parallels the federal surface transportation bill’s air pollution program, is the best way to provide funding to ensure that our State’s waters are protected from the impacts of transportation infrastructure.  This funding is also essential for our State to comply with the federal Clean Water Act.  

Impervious surfaces associated with highways and transportation infrastructure collect pollutants from tailpipe emissions and brake linings along with other contaminants including nutrients, heavy metals, road salts, pathogens, hydrocarbons and sediments.  In the Chesapeake Bay watershed, it is estimated that highway stormwater discharges contribute 22% of urban nitrogen and 32% of urban phosphorus and a total of approximately 6.7 million lbs of nitrogen, 1 million lbs of total phosphorous and 167,000 tons of sediment annually.  In reality, these figures only tell part of the story.  Pollution loads may actually be 8 to 10 times greater when all development from road building is included.  

Stormwater pollution from highways causes other water quality related problems, as well.  Impervious surfaces prevent rain from soaking into the ground, which alters the local hydrologic cycle and results in destructive stream flows, stream channel degradation, higher water temperatures, and reduced groundwater recharge.  For example, stormwater can actually swell water volume by up to 16 times predevelopment rates.  

When most of the roads and other impervious surfaces in this State, and throughout the country, were constructed, virtually no stormwater controls were in place to protect water quality.  In the Chesapeake Bay region, 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, proving that all states would benefit from the program I am advocating.  

The current federal surface transportation program established under 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.  However, no funds are specifically targeted to help restore the harmful water quality and stream impacts caused by roads and transportation related activities.  In fact, only 274 Transportation Enhancement projects (TE) have been designed to mitigate highway runoff and provide for wildlife connectivity in the entire country since 1991.  This 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, we need to do more to help make up for the past. 

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.

The Administration’s proposal, known as SAFETEA, takes a step in the right direction by allowing transportation funds to be used for stormwater pollution control.  In the past, stormwater options have been neglected in favor of all the other competing priorities of federal and state departments of transportation.  For states to meet their water quality goals, SAFETEA should establish a dedicated funding program similar to CMAQ to mitigate stormwater pollution from highways.

Thank you for your consideration and any support you are able to provide in helping us obtain the necessary funding to address one of the State’s and region’s greatest water quality challenges.   

