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The Pothole Tax

f there's a civic crisis on the minds of

most Caltfornians, it's the deplorable

state of & once-heralded road system.

Los Angeles' road network has been
rated the worst In Callfornia, a state with the
worst overall roads in the nation.

That malign honor, bestowed in a 2004 re-
port by a transportation research and lobby-
ing group, costs drivers real money. Excess
operating costs for L.A. drivers were estl-
mated at 3705 a year. Ban Jose and San
Francisco were close behind. And that was
belore record rains turned everything paved
into an obstacle course Call it the pothole
tax.

Unlike what drivers pay out, state funds
for bullding and maintaining highways are
too often phantom money.

In his State of the Btate address last
January, Gov. Arnold Schwargenegger said,
*Callifornians can't gel from place to place on
little fairy wings. This is a car-centered state.
We need roads” Yet Schwarzenegger has
“norrowed"” about $2 billlon over two years
{rom ihe gasoline tax fund that voters
passed as Proposition 42 in 2002, supposedly
to guarantee fnancing of new freeway and
transit projects.

Glov. Gray Davis did the same thing, so
the “fund"” has never really existed,

City streets and county roads have been
hit hard too, in part because Sacramento
also has repeatedly shorted local govern-
ment on state ald.

Now comes Assemnbly Bpeaker Fablan
Nunez {D-Los Angeles) with a shell game for
highway and transit funding. Give him credit
lor seelng a big lssue But his plan hasitsown
aurs of fabry dust.

Nufiez would eliminate the state snles tax
on gasoline, perhaps in hope of placating
current gas-pump anger: That 11 eents agal-

lon on average would be replaced by increas-
ing the statewlde sales tox a quarter of a
cent, and raising big money gulckly with a
$10-billlon bond issue that would be pald off
by a gradual 4-cent increase In the gasoline
excise tex over the next decade. There's
more, but that's the gist.

What's wrong with this plan, aside from
sounding ltke a shell game?

For one thing, blg money for major roads
was what motorists thought they were get-
ting with Proposition 42. For another, the
Nufiez plen shifts more of the cost from drlv-
ers to the general population by way of the
regressive sales tax.

Road-chewlng trucks and BUVs ought to
pay more of the transporiation costs. And
why commif the state to yet another multi-
biion-dollar round of borrowing?

Proposition 42 was always a shaky ideas,
because it put a wall around an existing gen-
eral fund tax and sald It could only be used
for transportation. That's an OK idea when
the state {8 flush, but it squeezes everything
else when revenue dropg, as 1t has in recent
years. For that reason, the propositlonhad a
loophole that allowed its funds to be si-
phoned offinbad times

Nuiez cbviously hoped his tortured plan
would be seen as the not-a-new-tax solution,
able to get through the Legislature on a slm-
ple majority vote. There’s no chance of that.

The state's leglslative analyst, the always-
practical Elizabeth Hill, has a better idea:
Repeal Proposition 42 and ralse the gas tax
by 6 cenis.

That's not as nutty as it sounds. Califor-
nia's gas tax 1s a wimpy 27th pationally
Voters are more likely to approve a simple
plan and a fairly apportioned tax that guar-
antees a visible public beneflt, even if they're
cringing at the overali price of gas.



