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The Oklahoma Academy is a statewide nonprofit, nonpartisan, membership 
organization founded by Governor Henry Bellmon in 1967, and revitalized 
by him in 1985, to bring public attention to policy issues, provide objective, 
thorough research and act as a catalyst for positive change.

The Mission of the Oklahoma Academy is to identify issues facing 
Oklahoma, provide well-researched, objective information, foster 
nonpartisan collaboration, develop responsible recommendations, and 
encourage community and legislative action.

The Vision of the Oklahoma Academy is to empower Oklahomans to 
improve their quality of life through effective public policy development and 
implementation.

The Academy Process identifies areas of need and problems facing 
Oklahoma, conducts research on identified critical issues, and develops long 
range goals, consensus recommendations, and agendas for action.  Through 
the Town Hall conference process, forums and summits, the Academy 
increases citizen awareness, encourages civic engagement and sets the 
stage for thoughtfully improving Oklahoma.
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October 2013 
 
Dear Town Hall Member:

Please know that you are charged with participating in the Town Hall, not just 
sitting.  You will be given an excellent opportunity to listen actively, share your 
thoughts and concerns, and collaboratively build, with your fellow participants, a set 
of consensus findings and recommendations that dramatically change the course of 
action for the better in the economic development landscape for Oklahoma.  Others 
will be relying upon you and your fellow participants to have done your part.

You cannot participate effectively if you are not familiar with the contents of this 
background resource book prior to the beginning of the 2013 Town Hall.

The Town Hall is a serious three-day focus planned to yield thoughtful, sound 
findings. The success of any Town Hall is dependent upon the preparedness of its 
participants.You will hear some excellent plenary session speakers; you will have 
excellent Panel Discussion Sessions. You have the opportunity to “knock the socks 
off” how we strategize, how we improve Oklahoma’s transportation infrastructure 
to successfully move people, product and data, how we will fund these necessary 
changes, and how we change our approach and thinking to bring advantageous 
economic growth to all parts of Oklahoma. The Town Hall is work, but it is by no 
means ominous! Lively discussions and meeting new people make this a true “one 
of a kind” experience. You will have fun!

Special thanks to Mike Lapolla, Craig Knutson and Jamie Wade. They have
put in yeoman’s work in producing this book for you. Craig and Mike have voluntarily 
produced every Town Hall book since 2001. Good for them, and very lucky for us!

Julie Knutson 
President and CEO

Darryl Schmidt 
Chairman

WELCOME 
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THIS TOWN HALL 
Transportation Infrastructure

The 2013 Oklahoma Academy Town Hall topic is 
Infrastructure, with an emphasis on Transportation. 

For the purposes of this Town Hall, we have 
defined “transportation infrastructure” in broad 
but impactful terms ... to include the movement of 
people, products, data/images, and molecules. 

Thus, how we plan for, prioritize, maintain, build 
and finance: roads and highways, rail, aviation, 
telecommunications, pipelines, transmission lines, 
and water ways ... and the resultant environmental 
implications of each.

The initial part of this Town Hall book presents a 
variety of perspectives to set a context. The first six 
numbered sections cover the essentail categories 
of transportation infrastructure; another discusses 
financing strategies; and the final two discuss the 
responsibilities of governments and public policy.

October 27-30, National Center for Employee Development, Norman
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The World Says - We Have a Problem
Editorial Board, The Tulsa World, February 22, 2013

It will come as no shock to most Oklahomans that 
the state’s infrastructure is well below par. Any 
dramatic improvement is unlikely. 

The Oklahoma division of the American Society 
of Civil Engineers issued the 2013 Report Card for 
Oklahoma’s Infrastructure, and the grades were not 
good. 

Eight categories were graded: aviation, roads, 
bridges, dams, levees, rail, 
transit and water/wastewater. In 
six of the eight - bridges, roads, 
dams, levees, transit and water - 
the state received a D. The good 
news is that the state received 
a B for its rail system and a 
C-plus for aviation. 

The grades on roads and bridges come as no 
surprise to anyone who drives the state’s roads 
and highways. Tulsa has committed a great deal of 
money to bring its city streets up to standard. Still, 
there is much work left to do. 

The state has put some money into the repair of 
bridges, but it will take time and more money to fix 
that problem sufficiently. 

Fortunately for Tulsa, the work on Interstate 
44, long overdue, is nearing completion. What, 
however, does the future hold for further work, 
considering the mood in Congress for such 
funding? 

Oklahoma is not alone, of course. The entire nation 
faces an infrastructure crisis. Repairing the nation’s 
infrastructure ought to be high on the country’s list 
of things to do. It means jobs. Such work is not 

minimum-wage work; it would 
put money into the pockets of 
thousands of Americans who, in 
turn, would buy homes and cars. 

Some members of Congress 
continue to consider such 

work as “pork” and refuse to budge. The looming 
sequester, if it goes into effect, will all but stop 
work on the country’s infrastructure. 

Oklahoma wants to attract new business. The 
governor says it can do that by cutting taxes. But 
companies don’t locate to states whose roads and 
bridges are falling apart, and it takes money - taxes 
- to repair that infrastructure.  If we don’t fix up 
our own house, no one will want to move into the 
neighborhood.

“If we don’t fix up our own 
house, no one will want to 
move into the neighborhood.”
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The Oklahoman Says - We Have a Problem
Editorial Board, The Oklahoman, April 1, 2013

Oklahoma has a serious infrastructure problem. 
And we’re not just talking about the state Capitol 
or the state medical examiner’s office, buildings 
that have garnered tons of publicity in recent years 
because they’re in such bad shape. 
 
We’re talking about roads, bridges, dams and other 
vital infrastructure. All of it needs attention, as a 
study by the state chapter of the American Society 
of Civil Engineers makes clear. 
 
Called “The Report Card for Oklahoma’s 
Infrastructure,” the study released in March 
involved more than 20 professionals, most of 
them civil engineers, from public agencies, private 
firms and nonprofit groups in the state. They spent 
a year and a half compiling and crunching data. 
They looked at such things as the condition of the 
infrastructure; past, current and predicted future 
funding; future need for those items; operations and 
maintenance, and the danger posed to the public by 
an ineffective system. Researchers assigned letter 
grades as follows: 
 

Aviation  ...................C plus
Bridges  ....................D plus
Dams  .......................D
Levees  ......................D minus
Rail  ..........................B
Roads  .......................D
Transit ......................D plus
Water/Wastewater .....D plus

 
Considering that a grade of C means the 
infrastructure is marginally performing, Oklahoma 
has a lot of work to do. Some of that work is under 
way, as the researchers noted regarding roads and 
bridges — the state is now, after years of legislative 
indifference that resulted in inadequate funding, 
aggressively working to reduce and eventually 
eliminate the number of structurally deficient 
bridges across Oklahoma. 
 

The engineers offered suggestions for policymakers 
for every category. A common theme: It’s going 
to take money to make this happen. For example, 
they suggested a funding increase for preventative 
maintenance to airport runways in order to not have 
to spend much more in the future. 

They recommended creating a low-interest loan 
program for high-hazard dam owners to help them 
come into compliance with federally mandated 
changes. They called for more paved shoulders and 
cable median barriers on our roads. 

They’d like to see more emphasis on connecting 
metro and suburban areas with transit to help ease 
congestion. They said new financing methods 
will be needed to deal with the ongoing demise 
of existing water and wastewater utility systems. 
(No surprise there: Two years ago, the Oklahoma 
Water Resources Board estimated it would take 
$87 billion over the next 50 years to pay for 
improvements to water-related infrastructure.) 
 
The engineers said any number of organizations 
routinely collect data about infrastructure, but 
it’s usually targeted for the specific uses of those 
groups. One thing that sets this report apart, 
they said, is that it looks at several infrastructure 
areas and is presented in a format that’s easy to 
understand. 
 
“Where infrastructure is marginally performing, 
poorly maintained or failing, immediate action 
should be taken by the public and our elected 
leaders to reverse the trend and to improve the 
grade,” the engineers said. 
 
The report, available at www.asce.org, is indeed 
easy to understand. Not so easy will be getting 
lawmakers, who so far haven’t been able to agree 
on how to fix the Capitol, to craft ways to pay for 
these considerably more expensive needs. 
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The Academy Asks - Do We Have a Solution?
Craig Knutson, Oklahoma Academy Town Hall Co-Chairman, Norman

This past April, I was listening to a radio broadcast 
about the “Mighty Mississip.”  Part of the story 
dealt with how the rapid swing in weather 
conditions, in just a two year period of time, had 
resulted in massive dredging to ensure barge traffic 
could move (drought) to the piling of sandbags 
to prevent damage to property and farmland 
(flooding).  Reminded me of Oklahoma’s record 
summer 2012 heat and our record spring 2013 
cold!!

But almost lost in all those extremes was the 
statement “60% of the nation’s agricultural exports 
move by barge up and down the Mississippi 
River system, as do billions of dollars’ worth of 
petroleum, coal, steel and other commodities.”  The 
story went on to opine, “it’s a critical lifeline for 
the nation’s economy, 
but one not without 
problems.”

It made me wonder:  
how many Oklahomans 
understand the impact 
that this system has 
on the national AND 
Oklahoma economies?    

We focus so much 
of our efforts – and 
rightfully so – on roads and bridges to move the 
massive amount of people and freight that seek 
multiple destinations, but we sometimes forget 
how important – and in most cases how much more  
efficient and environmentally attractive – other 
forms of transportation really are to our economic  
well-being and quality of life. Systems like rail, 
electrical transmission/distribution lines, energy 
pipelines, and the copper/fiber/cell towers that 
keep us connected to each other and the world, 
INSTANTANEOUSLY.

This year’s Town Hall will be addressing these 
topics and we have collected local and national 
articles, data and perspectives on why these 
systems are critical to our existence.  

Our discussions during the Town Hall will 
focus on better educating attendees on where 
we are and what we have, what the future 
will likely demand in terms of improvements 
to those systems, and how, given the abysmal 
state we find much of our infrastructure in, 
both nationally and in Oklahoma, we might 
better prioritize and finance those needed 
improvements in the future. 

Oklahoma is blessed to have access to the “mighty 
mississip” through the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas 

River Navigational 
System, circa 1971.  

The Ports of Catoosa and 
Muskogee – and all the 
companies  , farmers and 
energy companies that 
move their products for 
export – are the primary 
beneficiaries of that 
investment made over 40 
years ago.  

I hope all who attend this year’s Town Hall will 
think critically and LONG-TERM as we cuss 
and discuss, deliberate and debate, synthesize 
and finalize a set of recommendations that will 
push Oklahoma ever so closer to “Prosperity 
Unleashed.”  

Let’s give our systems of transportation the 
recognition and credibility they deserve. Let’s 
focus our brainpower to develop an efficient and 
sustainable “road map” for Oklahoma’s future.
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The Academy has sponsored an annual Town Hall since 2001. Each Town Hall provided attendees a book 
like this - a topical accompanying research and resource document. That document served as the thematic 
North Star. I have been centrally involved in the production of each Town Hall and the creation of each 
book. As I am retiring from the Academy this year, please accept some free advice from an experienced 
hand. There are some fundamental lessons learned almost every year. One of those lessons follows. 

Our topic is Transportation Infrastructure. By their nature, infrastructure projects are very costly. It will be 
natural to breezily suggest we spend more money to (fill in the blank). It will be natural to expect much of 
that money to be federal, because it always has been. Think of the great projects of the past including the 
Arkansas River Navigation System, our Port of Catoosa, the Interstate Highways, and the like. 

It is suggested that we accept that our country is, at very best, fiscally stressed. Many will say we are 
functionally broke. Detroit has declared bankruptcy with long term debts of about $25,000 per capita. Our 
Federal government has racked up at national debt of $56,000 per capita and rising. The only reason we 
are not “bankrupt” is that our Federal Reserve is printing new money at a rate of $185 billion a month. 

Now - back to our Town Hall. As above, who has the money? Please do not recommend a major 
expenditure without suggesting a realistic revenue source. They exist. “Somebody” doesn’t count. 
Work with your fellow panelists. You will need to be savvy and creative. You can do that.  

Or you may believe that money is no object and if we don’t get ours then someone else will. You 
could recommend that Oklahoma not be concerned with the federal fiscal issues and fight for every 
last scrap of money the federal government is printing and borrowing.  
 
Either way, when you make a recommendation, please - as Jerry Maguire said - “show me the money”.

The Academy Says - Show Us The Money
Michael Lapolla, Oklahoma Academy Research Design and Production Committee, Tulsa
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Preamble

FIVE PERSPECTIVES
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A National Perspective 
Craig, Knutson, Town Hall Planning Co-Chair

Mr. Knutson Says ...
The American Society for Civil Engineers 
(ASCE) first reported on the state of the nation’s 
infrastructure in 1995.  It wasn’t pretty then ... and, 
unfortunately, it has only gotten worse.  

The 2013 Report Card(s) for the nation and 
Oklahoma are bleak when viewed in the context 
of our $16+ trillion in national debt and only very 
modest growth in the State’s economy through June 
2013.  With an estimated $3.6 trillion of investment 
needed by 2020 nationally, and billions of dollars 
of investment in Oklahoma, the prospects for a 
planned and immediate solution to our decaying 
physical infrastructure are dim.  

You can understand why the ASCE calls today’s 
environment “The Infrastructure Crisis.”
We have secured a hard copy of the ASCE 2013 
Report, which was delivered to you with other 
information as well as the background document.  
This report is critically important because it lays 
the foundation from which all future plans begin.  

Much like a home we own or facilities we count 
as part of our University assets, they need to be 
maintained.  Failing to do so turns a highway 
with a thirty-year life into one that may need to 
be replaced in half the time.  Aside from the high 
initial cost to construct we are maximizing the 
utility of that investment over time.

The Oklahoma Section of the ASCE joined 37 
other states that have developed a state-specific 
report card to complement the well-known national 
Report Card for America’s Infrastructure (http://
www.infrastructurereportcard.org/ ).  

As the report notes, the “Oklahoma Section of 
ASCE has developed this fact-based assessment 
because its members believe the public has a 
right to know exactly what the condition is of 
our infrastructure.”  Over twenty volunteers, 
professionals from both the public and private 
sectors, volunteered their time to collect and 

analyze the data.  After eighteen months of work 
they provided their assessment, in letter grade 
format, for this report.

Overall, Oklahoma received a C-, which is just 
slightly better than the D assigned to the nation 
as a whole.  The categories covered Aviation to 
Water/Wastewater and the grades ranged from D- 
(Levees) to B (Rail).  

The report is laid out very logically, with Sections 
on Summary, Condition, Capacity, Future Need, 
Funding, Key Terms, Recommendations for 
Actions, and Sources.   

A note of caution:  this is a Town Hall and 
an important part of the Town Hall process 
is to develop consensus-driven public policy 
recommendations.  Do not jump immediately to 
the Solutions section . . .  Albert Einstein once 
opined:  “If I had an hour to solve a problem I’d 
spend 55 minutes thinking about the problem and 
five minutes thinking about the solutions.”  Resolve 
to understand the issues surrounding the large price 
tags we face . . . FIRST.  And also remember, we 
didn’t arrive at this crisis over night.   
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2013 Report Card Executive Summary
Every family, every community and every business 
needs infrastructure to thrive. Infrastructure 
encompasses your local water main and the Hoover 
Dam; the power lines connected to your house and 
the electrical grid spanning the U.S.; and the street 
in front of your home and the national highway 
system.

Once every four years, America’s civil engineers 
provide a comprehensive assessment of the 
nation’s major infrastructure categories in ASCE’s 
Report Card for America’s Infrastructure (Report 
Card). Using a simple A to F school report card 
format, the Report Card provides a comprehensive 
assessment of current infrastructure conditions 
and needs, both assigning grades and making 
recommendations for how to raise the grades. An 
Advisory Council of ASCE members assigns the 
grades according to the following eight criteria: 
capacity, condition, funding, future need, operation 
and maintenance, public safety, resilience, and 
innovation. Since 1998, the grades have been 
near failing, averaging only Ds, due to delayed 
maintenance and underinvestment across most 
categories.

Now the 2013 Report Card grades are in, and 
America’s cumulative GPA for infrastructure rose 
slightly to a D+. The grades in 2013 ranged from a 
high of B- for solid waste to a low of D- for inland 
waterways and levees. Solid waste, drinking water, 
wastewater, roads, and bridges all saw incremental 
improvements, and rail jumped from a C- to a C+. 
No categories saw a decline in grade this year.

The 2013 Report Card demonstrates that we can 
improve the current condition of our nation’s 
infrastructure — when investments are made 
and projects move forward, the grades rise. For 
example, greater private investment for efficiency 
and connectivity brought improvements in the rail 
category; renewed efforts in cities and states helped 
address some of the nation’s most vulnerable 
bridges; and, several categories benefited from 
short-term boosts in federal funding.

We know that investing in infrastructure is 
essential to support healthy, vibrant communities. 
Infrastructure is also critical for long-term 
economic growth, increasing GDP, employment, 
household income, and exports. The reverse 
is also true – without prioritizing our nation’s 
infrastructure needs, deteriorating conditions can 
become a drag on the economy.

While the modest progress is encouraging, it is 
clear that we have a significant backlog of overdue 
maintenance across our infrastructure systems, a 
pressing need for modernization, and an immense 
opportunity to create reliable, long-term funding 
sources to avoid wiping out our recent gains. 
Overall, most grades fell below a C, and our 
cumulative GPA inched up just slightly to a D+ 
from a D four years ago.

We invite you to take a deeper look at the nation’s 
infrastructure conditions in the 2013 Report Card – 
from the state infrastructure facts, to the interactive 
charts, to our three key solutions.

A brief summary of the findings for each category 
is below. 

TRANSPORTATION INFRASTRUCTURE

AVIATION: Despite the effects of the recent 
recession, commercial flights were about 33 
million higher in number in 2011 than in 2000, 
stretching the system’s ability to meet the needs of 
the nation’s economy.  
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The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 
estimates that the national cost of airport 
congestion and delays was almost $22 billion 
in 2012. If current federal funding levels are 
maintained, the FAA anticipates that the cost of 
congestion and delays to the economy will rise 
from $34 billion in 2020 to $63 billion by 2040. 
Aviation again earned a D.| 
  
Oklahoma:  C-     
United States:  D 
 
BRIDGES: Over two hundred million trips are 
taken daily across deficient bridges in the nation’s 
102 largest metropolitan regions. In total, one in 
nine of the nation’s bridges are rated as structurally 
deficient, while the average age of the nation’s 
607,380 bridges is currently 42 years. 

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
estimates that to eliminate the nation’s bridge 
backlog by 2028, we would need to invest $20.5 
billion annually, while only $12.8 billion is being 
spent currently. 

The challenge for federal, state, and local 
governments is to increase bridge investments by 
$8 billion annually to address the identified $76 
billion in needs for deficient bridges across the 
United States. However, with the overall number 
of structurally deficient bridges continuing to trend 
downward, the grade improved to C+. 
  
Oklahoma: D   United States: C+
 
INLAND WATERWAYS: Our nation’s inland 
waterways and rivers are the hidden backbone of 
our freight network – they carry the equivalent of 
about 51 million truck trips each year. In many 
cases, the inland waterways system has not been 
updated since the 1950s, and more than half of the 
locks are over 50 years old. 

Barges are stopped for hours each day with 
unscheduled delays, preventing goods from getting 
to market and driving up costs. 

There is an average of 52 service interruptions 
a day throughout the system. Projects to repair 
and replace aging locks and dredge channels take 
decades to approve and complete, exacerbating 
the problem further. Inland waterways received a 
D- grade once again as conditions remain poor and 
investment levels remain stagnant.  
 
Oklahoma:  NL      
United States:  D -
 
PORTS: This new category for 2013 debuted with 
a grade of C. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
estimates that more than 95% (by volume) of 
overseas trade produced or consumed by the United 
States moves through our ports. 

To sustain and serve a growing economy and 
compete internationally, our nation’s ports need to 
be maintained, modernized, and expanded. 

While port authorities and their private sector 
partners have planned over $46 billion in capital 
improvements from now until 2016, federal 
funding has declined for navigable waterways and 
landside freight connections needed to move goods 
to and from the ports.  
 
Oklahoma:  NL      
United States:  C
 
RAILROADS: Railroads are experiencing a 
competitive resurgence as both an energy-efficient 
freight transportation option and a viable city-to-
city passenger service. In 2012, Amtrak recorded 
its highest year of ridership with 31.2 million 
passengers, almost doubling ridership since 2000, 
with growth anticipated to continue. 

Both freight and passenger rail have been investing 
heavily in their tracks, bridges, and tunnels as well 
as adding new capacity for freight and passengers. 
In 2010 alone, freight railroads renewed the rails on 
more than 3,100 miles of railroad track, equivalent 
to going coast to coast. 
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Since 2009, capital investment from both freight 
and passenger railroads has exceeded $75 billion, 
actually increasing investment during the recession 
when materials prices were lower and trains ran 
less frequently. With high ridership and greater 
investment in the system, the grade for rail saw the 
largest improvement, moving up to a C+ in 2013.  
 
Oklahoma:  B      
United States:  C +
 
ROADS: Targeted efforts to improve conditions 
and significant reductions in highway fatalities 
resulted in a slight improvement in the roads 
grade to a D this year. However, forty-two percent 
of America’s major urban highways remain 
congested, costing the economy an estimated $101 
billion in wasted time and fuel annually. While 
the conditions have improved in the near term, 
and federal, state, and local capital investments 
increased to $91 billion annually, that level of 
investment is insufficient and still projected to 
result in a decline in conditions and performance 
in the long term. Currently, the Federal Highway 
Administration estimates that $170 billion in 
capital investment would be needed on an annual 
basis to significantly improve conditions and 
performance.  
 
Oklahoma:  D 
United States:  D
 
TRANSIT: The grade for transit remained at a D 
as transit agencies struggled to balance increasing 
ridership with declining funding. America’s 
public transit infrastructure plays a vital role in 
our economy, connecting millions of people with 
jobs, medical facilities, schools, shopping, and 
recreation, and it is critical to the one-third of 
Americans who do not drive cars. Unlike many 
U.S. infrastructure systems, the transit system 
is not comprehensive, as 45% of American 
households lack any access to transit, and millions 
more have inadequate service levels. Americans 
who do have access have increased their ridership 
9.1% in the past decade, and that trend is expected 
to continue. Although investment in transit has 

also increased, deficient and deteriorating transit 
systems cost the U.S. economy $90 billion in 2010, 
as many transit agencies are struggling to maintain 
aging and obsolete fleets and facilities amid an 
economic downturn that has reduced their funding, 
forcing service cuts and fare increases.  
 
Oklahoma:  D+   
United States:  D

CONCLUSION
Infrastructure is the foundation that connects the 
nation’s businesses, communities, and people, 
driving our economy and improving our quality 
of life. For the U.S. economy to be the most 
competitive in the world, we need a first class 
infrastructure system – transport systems that move 
people and goods efficiently and at reasonable cost 
by land, water, and air; transmission systems that 
deliver reliable, low-cost power from a wide range 
of energy sources; and water systems that drive 
industrial processes as well as the daily functions in 
our homes. 

Yet today, our infrastructure systems are failing to 
keep pace with the current and expanding needs, 
and investment in infrastructure is faltering.

We must commit today to make our vision of the 
future a reality – an American infrastructure system 
that is the source of our prosperity.
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A State Perspective 
Tim Gatz, Deputy Director, Oklahoma Department of Transportation

In order to understand the mission of ODOT, it 
is important to have a proper perspective of the 
transportation system and functions for which we 
are responsible.  ODOT’s primary focus is the care 
and maintenance of the more than 12,000 miles of 
highways and the 6,800+ bridges that comprise the 
non-toll interstate system, the US highway system 
and the state highway system. 

In addition, we also administer more than 400 
miles of state owned railroad and a variety of other 
multi-modal transportation programs including 
Oklahoma’s portion of the AMTRAK passenger 
rail partnership known as the Heartland Flyer and 
many local and regional public transit operations.  
ODOT also has a Tulsa based waterways branch 
that promotes water transportation because 
Oklahoma is home to a portion of the McClellan 
Kerr Arkansas River Navigational System 
(MKARNS) and the furthest inland seaway port at 
Catoosa.  

While ODOT has no responsibility for or 
jurisdiction over the county road system or 
any municipal streets, we are charged with the 
administration of other state and federal funding 
and programs directed to the county and municipal 
transportation systems.  

We should bear in mind that the traveling public 
draws no jurisdictional distinction between a 
county road, a city street or a highway.  It is 
incumbent upon ODOT to work closely and 
cooperatively with other governmental entities 
who share transportation system responsibilities.  
As such we rely on dialog with a county advisory 
board comprised of a representative group of 
County Commissioners, along with regular 
interactions with the Association of County 
Commissioners of Oklahoma (ACCO), municipal 
governments and the Oklahoma Municipal League.  

In addition, the Department also is one of the few 
state agencies that have a tribal liaison on staff and 
a tribal advisory board to facilitate the numerous 

mutually beneficial joint transportation interests, 
communications and relations with the many tribal 
governments of Oklahoma.  

The performance of our mission and the 
management of Oklahoma’s multi-billion 
dollar transportation asset is a significant 
challenge.  Many years of stagnant transportation 
infrastructure investment levels has resulted in a 
system with many critical needs.  ODOT strives to 
develop and maintain an infrastructure investment 
strategy that leverages all available resources, 
thoughtfully considers all modes of transportation 
and ensures that proposed improvements address 
the critical needs of the transportation system.  Our 
strategies are founded on long term, consistent 
funding projections and the focus and commitment 
to identify, plan, develop and deliver the necessary 
improvements. ODOT utilizes a variety of 
informational and management tools to develop 
and communicate these strategies including our 
Eight Year Construction Work Plan and Asset 
Preservation Plan among many others.

“The System”
Due to the very nature of transportation, resources 
first must be dedicated to the daily duty of 
maintaining the state’s highways in a manner 
that enhances the safety of the traveling public.  
The public’s first line of defense lies in ODOT’s 
ability to effectively perform both reactive and 
routine maintenance.  Reactive maintenance 
includes activities like snow and ice removal, 
pothole patching and emergency bridge repairs.  
More routine regular maintenance activities might 
encompass the scheduled replacement of traffic 
signs or striping, pavement resurfacing and normal 
bridge maintenance.

Certainly our bridge infrastructure is aging and the 
general condition of these structures has been cause 
for great concern for many years.  Oklahoma’s 
political leaders have recognized the importance 
of addressing the deficiencies that are inherent 
in our long neglected bridges and are providing 
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increasing resources to attack these problems.  In 
turn, ODOT has worked in concert to formulate 
a very aggressive bridge improvement program 
that is beginning to impact the deficient bridge 
numbers and will return our bridge infrastructure to 
a manageable condition over the next decade.

Likewise, our rural two lane highways and roads 
represent important local transportation linkages.  
However, all too often these highways have the 
highest serious injury accident and fatality rates of 
any class of highway.  A priority component of our 
strategy is dedicated to improving drivability and 
making these facilities safer by adding shoulders, 
fixing blind intersections and addressing less than 
desirable hills and curves.

The care and maintenance of Oklahoma’s portion 
of the interstate highway system is equally 
important.  This great transportation network has 
served as the main artery of our nation’s economic 
muscle and has shouldered the bulk of our travel 
needs for many years.  However, the interstate 
system was completed, quietly functioned as 
advertised and was subsequently forgotten.  Today 
much of this vital highway system is in need 
of major operational and safety improvements, 
rehabilitation, reconstruction or expansion.  
Improvements to the sections of the Interstate 
system that lie within metropolitan areas can be 
especially challenging, difficult to manage and 
extremely expensive.  ODOT is working to raise 
the bar in Oklahoma and keep the country’s goods, 
services and people moving.

Freight movements are an important indicator 
of the health of the nation’s economy and of the 
efficiency of the transportation system.  Freight 
tonnages that have trended downward in recent 
years are beginning to show signs of recovery and 
long term projections predict an extended period 
of growth.  The total annual freight tonnages 
are expected to more than double through 2035 
and exceed a billion tons. In the context of truck 
based freight, it is worthwhile to acknowledge the 
partnership between the Corporation Commission, 
the Oklahoma Turnpike Authority and ODOT 
that will develop and construct 8 new Port of 
Entry facilities on high truck traffic highways at 

Oklahoma borders.  Along with the modernization 
of some existing truck weigh stations, these 
facilities will assist in controlling illegally loaded 
or operated trucks which can have an adverse 
impact on the condition of the transportation 
system and on the safety of the travelling public.

While an estimated 68% of the freight that moves 
in and through Oklahoma today is via truck, 
railroads and the MKARNS waterway provide 
additional support for products being shipped into, 
out of, within and through the state. Intermodal 
freight transport handshake opportunities such as 
rail to truck, truck to rail and even rail or truck to 
water or air will become an increasingly important 
part of our transportation system.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, deregulation and 
a changing business environment resulted in 
many Oklahoma rail lines being targeted for 
abandonment.  The Legislature had the foresight 
to create a process for ODOT to acquire these 
facilities at salvage value in the interest of 
preserving the lines for future private sector use, 
operation and subsequent ownership.  Many of 
these lines are currently leased from the state 
and successfully operated by short line railroad 
companies today.  The shining examples of these 
successes are defined in several government 
acquired rail lines that have returned to private 
sector ownership and full operation in accordance 
with the original intent of the legislative leaders of 
the day.

Movement of cargo by inland waterway primarily 
focuses on the least time-sensitive and heavy, 
bulk commodities.  Ports and waterways are a 
recognized component of Oklahoma’s network 
for transporting such goods.  The Port of Catoosa 
is located in northeast Oklahoma near Tulsa at 
the head of navigation for MKARNS.  There are 
two publicly developed ports including the Port 
of Catoosa and the Port of Muskogee and other 
private operations such as Johnston’s Port 33.  The 
waterway links Oklahoma to a 10-state service 
area with various domestic ports on the U.S. inland 
waterways system and even to foreign ports by 
way of New Orleans and the Gulf Intracoastal 
Waterway.



Moving Oklahoma: Transportation Infrastructure 22 © 2013 The Oklahoma Academy Town Hall 

“The 21st Century Challenge”
Our nation’s world class transportation system has 
played a central role in growing our country while 
improving the quality of life in our communities 
and has certainly fueled our economy by allowing 
goods, services and people to travel freely.  Today 
citizens have the ability to personally travel in 
relative comfort and safety to most all areas of 
the continental United States due to the sacrifices 
made and the transportation system investments 
primarily initiated in the mid-twentieth century.  A 
recent report from the American Society of Civil 
Engineers (ASCE) grades our nation’s current 
infrastructure overall as a D+ and rates Oklahoma’s 
roads and bridges as a full on D.  Such performance 
can easily be attributed to conditional unawareness 
and general complacency towards investing in our 
country at a level that will sustain and reinvent our 
world class status for future generations.  

Oklahoma gets it.  Our state elected officials and 
policy makers have identified unique ways to 
provide new and increasing resources in extremely 
difficult budgetary times.  These resources are 
facilitating transportation improvements that 
have greatly enhanced our ability to successfully 
manage our infrastructure.  It will take many years 
of diligent focus and consistent funding to achieve 
the transportation system that Oklahomans deserve, 
but the results of these new resources are already 
beginning to have an effect. 

Our deficient bridge numbers are steadily declining 
and we are implementing a variety of previously 
unachievable safety and operational improvements 
on both our urban and rural highways.  The long 
term prognosis of our highway pavements is not 
showing dramatic improvement yet, but the overall 
conditions are stabilizing and not declining at the 
alarming rates of the past.  Oklahoma is showing 
measured progress, but the states can only do so 
much. 

At the Federal level, there are critical decisions 
that must be made now that will begin to shape the 
type of transportation system that will serve us for 
the next fifty years.  Will we seek out new ways 
to generate additional revenues for infrastructure 

investments?  The antiquated volumetric gas and 
diesel tax support structure for the Highway Trust 
Fund served us well in the past.  However, more 
fuel efficient vehicles, alternative fuels and fewer 
miles traveled nationally will not generate the 
resources necessary to meet our level of service 
expectations for state of good repair improvements, 
let alone pay for expansions.  

New technologies that can help us better 
understand and allocate costs for system usage, 
focused tolling, public / private partnership 
opportunities, freight surcharges and restricted 
lands energy production assessments all show some 
promise for the future.  The real answer most likely 
revolves around the creation and leveraging of a 
combination of infrastructure investment dedicated 
revenues originating from a variety of sources.

Will we clear the way for those new resources to 
be efficiently delivered as targeted improvement 
projects free from burdensome regulations 
and bureaucracy? It will be impossible to 
cost effectively implement critically needed 
transportation system improvements under the 
current litany of regulations, funding diversions 
and unfunded mandates.  When new resources 
are identified, we must seek out ways to move 
groups of patterned projects forward quickly while 
maintaining a realistically balanced approach 
to environmental, civil, quality of life and 
administrative issues.

Will our national transportation system legacy be 
represented by the heavily regulated “band-aids 
and bailing wire” approach that has ushered in 
the twenty first century?  As the five American 
generations of decision makers participating in the 
discussion today, we can no longer allow ourselves 
to be defined as the casual beneficiaries who rest on 
the vision, innovations and long term infrastructure 
achievements of the Greatest Generation.  No 
matter what state you live in, as transportation 
professionals, business people and citizens, we 
know what needs to be done.  We believe the time 
has come for us to roll up our sleeves, accept our 
responsibility and get about the business of making 
it happen.
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An Economic Perspective
Deidre Myers, Oklahoma Department of Commerce

In June, USA Today printed an article entitled 
“States with the most dangerous bridges.”  
Oklahoma was ranked as the #2 worst state with 
22.6% of bridges structurally deficient, 5,382 
actual bridges deficient (2nd most), and the average 
bridge age of 46 years (13th highest).  Only 
Pennsylvania was worse.  Further the report noted 
that none of the 10 states with a higher percentage 
of deficient bridges had progressed less than 
Oklahoma in repairing its bridges since 2011. 
Reports like these have been too familiar to 
Oklahomans in recent years; however, the effect of 
deficient infrastructure on economic development 
has been understated.  Transportation is not only 
a necessary function of business moving their 
product to markets, but those related industries 
are also significant contributors to Oklahoma’s 
economy.

One of Oklahoma’s competitive factors for 
economic development, both in expansion of 
existing industry as well as relocation, is proximity 
to markets.  Oklahoma enjoys geographic centricity 
to coasts and the NAFTA corridor.  Our highways, 
ports, rail-lines, and airports provide the access 
for businesses to import their raw materials and 
then ship their finished goods to population 
hubs.  The price of this process is a function of 
both time and distance.   Since Oklahoma has 
connections to 80 million people in a 500 mile 
radius, companies ameliorate costs by locating in 
the state.  Unfortunately, limited and/or restricted 
access, infrastructure deficiencies and regulation 
increase costs and reduce competitiveness.  
Indeed, sustainable and steady movement trumps 
proximity.  One of the top 3 reasons for business 
location according to a survey from IEDC was 
viable transportation which takes into account load 
weight, toll and fee costs, and entry/exit access.  
To increase jobs in Oklahoma, we must have a 
transportation infrastructure that not only supports 
but also serves business interests.

Stemming from Oklahoma’s assets, industrial 
clusters have formed over time.  Using 72 

sets of quantitative data in the areas of wealth 
generation, competitive advantage and growth 
potential (such as employment, wages, income, 
export dollars, gross regional product, location 
quotient, etc) and 18 qualitative characteristics 
(including physical assets, educational systems, 
research and development centers), the Oklahoma 
Department of Commerce determined there are five 
economic systems that drive the state’s economy 
by generating wealth for households.  Among 
those ‘ecosystems’ are Aerospace and Defense, 
Energy, Agriculture and Bioscience, Information 
and Financial Services, and Transportation and 
Distribution.  

These systems account for nearly 60% of 
Oklahoma’s estimated 2012 GRP and over 3/4th of 
our state’s 2012 exports (source: EMSI).
Specifically, the Transportation and Distribution 
ecosystem is comprised of 7,700 establishments 
that directly employ nearly 130,000 people at an 
average wage of $59,079.  Estimates project that 
the system will grow by 16.1% by 2022 which 
compares to a national projection of 12.3% for 
the same industries.   Of course projected growth 
assumes an infrastructure which can support not 
only the existing economic activities but also 
expansion. 

Transportation is fundamental to any modern 
economy.  Inputs or raw materials must get to a 
place of production and the final goods and services 
must be delivered to a market.  For Oklahoma 
businesses to thrive in an increasingly competitive 
global economy, they must have the transportation 
infrastructure available to keep costs low.   

Finally, from a macroeconomic view of the 
state, investment and maintenance of our state’s 
transportation infrastructure supports one of the 
key drivers of our economy.  Because jobs in 
transportation and distribution generate wealth for 
our state, public monies strategically spent have 
a strong return on investment for Oklahoma’s 
households.
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An Investment Perspective
Jerod Coker, 2013 OU Marshall Scholar, McKinney, TX

Mr. Coker wrote this paper for 
the Town Hall as a senior student 
at the University of Oklahoma. 
He graduated in the OU Class of 
2013 with a Bachelor of Arts in 
Economics. He was a 2013 Marshall 
Scholar, Carl Albert Award winner 
as valedictorian of College of Arts 
and Sciences, and will be attending 
the London School of Economics 
for a Master’s degree (an MSc in 
Philosophy and Public Policy).

Oklahoma’s Report Card
It should come as no surprise to any reader that the 
United States’ infrastructure is in desperate need 
of renovation. Indeed, according to the American 
Society of Civil Engineers, the US as a whole gets 
a grade of D+ for its infrastructure report card—
hardly anything to tape to the fridge. 

Fortunately, Oklahoma’s report card is slightly 
better than the nation as a whole, although its grade 
of C- isn’t exactly worth boasting about. This short 
paper will explore different reasons to invest in 
improving Oklahoma’s current infrastructure. 

The conclusion: Oklahoma should invest $10 
billion over the next 20 years in infrastructure, 

mostly modernizing 
existing physical 
infrastructure 
rather than building 
anew, and with 
special attention to 
educational facilities. 

This will ensure 
the attraction 
and retention of 
employees and 
employers alike, 
as well as ensure 
fairness to future 

generations (Source: American 
Society of Civil Engineers 2013 
Report Cards).

Problems with Our Infrastructure 
(Source: ASCE, 2013).

In addition to the issues in the 
graphic on the next page, Oklahoma’s 
infrastructure needs include the 
following: 

(1) An increase in the Oklahoma gas 
tax, which has not been increased in 25 years 
(2) $6.4 million in unmet need for parks (3) $2.4 
billion for school infrastructure and (4) $430 
million to bring high-hazard dams in compliance 
with OWRB criteria, and an additional $22 million 
is needed for immediate upkeep and to comply 
with dam safety standards

According to the ASCE, “Oklahoma is consistently 
ranked at or near the bottom of multiple lists as 
having the worst bridges in the nation.” And to add 
insult to injury, Texas’ infrastructure has an overall 
grade of C, beating out Oklahoma (albeit just 
barely). Overall, it is clear that Oklahoma requires 
billions of dollars in infrastructure spending to keep 
its current and future citizens safe and productive.

Infrastructure Economics
Some of the reasoning behind the decrepit state of 
much of our infrastructure is inherent in it being 
a public good. A public good is the economist’s 
term for goods that are completely or largely 
non-excludable and non-rivalrous—that is, it is 
hard to keep me from using it and my use does 
not affect your use.  Because roads, for example, 
are public goods, private markets will inherently 
underprovide them; this is called a market failure. 
Collective action via governments is therefore 
needed to build roads in order to overcome the 
issues of non-excludability and non-rivalry. 
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However, although governments have done a 
good job creating these public goods like roads 
and schools, keeping up with them is fraught with 
what could be called a government failure. That 
is, elected officials are mostly underinvesting in 
public goods like roads and dams (as evidenced 
previously) because of the way state and local 
politics work. Basically, citizens would rather 
kick the can down the road as our bridges and 
dams degrade than pay to keep them up now, 
and politicians are listening. Unfortunately, 
future generations will be the ones to pay for our 
insufficient investment.

The Economic Literature
Beginning in 1989 with a groundbreaking paper 
by David Alan Aschauer, economists have devoted 
much time and energy researching infrastructure 
spending, both at the national and state levels. 
The current consensus of the literature is that 
public investments in infrastructure benefit society 
economically from both the cost and income side; 
that is, they reduce the costs of doing business and 
increase the productivity of firms.

While it is true that infrastructure projects 
create short-run economic stimulus by creating 
construction jobs, local tax revenues, et cetera, with 
an unemployment rate of 4.9%, long-run growth 
is what Oklahomans should focus on. Especially 
in light of Chief Executive magazine’s survey of 
700 CEOs ranking Texas as the #1 best state for 
business, with Oklahoma coming in at a decent 
#14 (and California in dead last), it is obvious that 

Oklahoma should keep its eye on the future, and 
plan its infrastructure investment accordingly.

As we think in the long term, it is important to 
distinguish between overly simplified stimulus 
rationales for infrastructure spending (what Jeffrey 
Sachs calls “Crude Keynesianism”) and well-
thought-out investments in the future. As Dr. Sachs 
says:

Long-term investment programs require thinking 
and planning of the kind that has never happened 
with Obama’s stimulus packages. Examples of 
long-term…investment programs include the 
national highway system, the moon program, and 
the human genome project.

Haughwout (2002) argues that the economics 
of infrastructure spending goes beyond merely 
correlating it with output or unemployment 
and using those numbers as justifications for 
increased investment. Indeed, he expands his scope 
beyond these metrics and states: “Infrastructure’s 
contribution to productivity is only one component 
of its social value.” His models adds to the current 
discussion and …

emphasize[s] the importance of infrastructure 
investments in affecting the relative attractiveness 
of places, potentially redirecting growth from 
infrastructure-poor areas to those which have 
invested more heavily….[P]art of the motivation 
for such investments has been the idea that they 
might provide some locations a competitive 
advantage vis a vis others.
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In other words, states that invest wisely can attract 
businesses and employees to their state. Indeed, 
as people shop around for where to set up shop or 
move, they consider more than just where their 
taxes and land prices will be low (which Oklahoma 
can certainly provide). In addition, they want clean 
water, parks for their children to play in, new roads 
free of potholes, and good schools. 

One need only look at the MAPS program in 
Oklahoma City to see what Haughwout is talking 
about. A one-cent increase in sales tax within 
the city, MAPS 3 (OKC citizens have already 
renewed the program twice) is expected to raise 
$777 million between 2010 and 2017 to further 
renovate the city. This program has made the city 
much more attractive for employers and employees 
alike, both in and out of the state, and has put the 
city, and the state, on the map (of course, the OKC 
Thunder help, too).

Unfortunately, exact measures of the benefits of 
infrastructure investment are difficult to come 
by. Not only are the data difficult to obtain 
(especially for states and municipalities), but, 
as Gramlich (1994) wrote, “a large share of the 
benefits of infrastructure capital involve improved 
security, time saving, improved health, a cleaner 
environment, or improved outdoor recreation, 
magnitudes that are difficult to measure and that 
are not included in official measures of national 
output.” 

To return to the MAPS example, the program is 
certainly improving citizen welfare above and 
beyond the cost-savings of having good roads 

and other quantifiable benefits, but how does one 
measure the value of Shakespeare in the Park? 
Of feeling secure? Of meeting new people? It 
is clearly impossible to quantify, and therefore 
numerical analysis will inherently undervalue 
infrastructure spending.

With that said, empiricism and numerical analysis 
are useful in guiding our decisions with respect 
to public investment. The economic literature 
has concluded that public capital increases cause 
positive, statistically significant increases in 
employment, as well as private investment; this 
means that an increase in spending on bridges 
and schools and water treatment leads to lower 
costs for businesses and causes them to invest 
more as well. Many studies have been done to 
estimate the elasticity of public expenditure—that 
is, if Oklahoma spends $1 on a bridge, how much 
does the economy get back?—and the results are 
remarkably consistent. Overall, at the state level, an 
increase of $1 in public capital increases output by 
$0.15 to $0.20.

Policy Recommendations
Munnell (1992) best stated the consensus among 
public finance economists: “[Infrastructure 
investment] has proved a difficult environment in 
which to make a calm assessment of the evidence.” 
With that said, she also concludes that “the 
evidence suggests that, in addition to providing 
immediate economic stimulus, public infrastructure 
investment has a significant, positive effect on 
output and growth.” 

The economics literature has additionally reached a 
consensus that spending on existing infrastructure 
is more beneficial than creating new infrastructure; 
that is, it is better to spend $100 million fixing 
potholes than building a new road, better to 
pay teachers better and increase technology in 
existing schools than build more schools. It has 
also reached a consensus that there are benefits 
other than immediate stimulus, including long-
run growth, attracting new businesses, increasing 
health, benefiting the environment, and bettering 
educational outcomes.
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A statewide program modeled off Oklahoma City’s 
MAPS program would make Oklahoma a more 
competitive state economically. With an eye on 
the future, political courage, and careful public-
private partnership, increases in state infrastructure 
investment today could yield huge returns for the 
current and future generations. 

Specifically, by spending $10 billion over the 
next 20 years, Oklahoma’s infrastructure could 
be revitalized, making it the best state in the 
nation to start a business, raise a child, and have 
fun. It would also help decrease the brain drain 
that is plaguing the state; if Oklahoma had high-
quality roads, bridges, schools, and public transit, 
more skilled workers would move to and stay in 
Oklahoma. 

But we should not do it just for the economic 
advantages. We owe future generations a state 
full of good schools, functional bridges, and clean 
water.  To add icing to the cake, it would also give 
the state a report card that really would be worth 
taping to the fridge.

Oklahoma in 2035?
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A Metro Chamber Perspective 
Gary Pence and Derek Sparks, Greater Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce

Mr. Pence is the Senior Business Development 
Manager for Aviation and Aerospace for the 
Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce. Mr. Sparks 
is the Manager of Government Relations.

As a large metropolitan economic development 
organization and Chamber with 5,500 members, the 
Greater Oklahoma City Chamber has made support 
for a strong, safe and efficient transportation 
system in Oklahoma a long-standing priority 
and has advocated for protecting transportation 
funding levels at the State Capitol.  To achieve 
significant improvement in the quality of the 
state’s transportation infrastructure, we believe 
the legislature must 
continue, as it has done in 
recent history, to protect 
funding levels for the 
Oklahoma Department 
of Transportation’s eight-
year plan.  

Given the historically-
high number of key 
Oklahoma City projects 
included within the 
current eight-year plan it 
is imperative that funding 
levels be kept intact to complete them (examples 
of the key projects the Chamber supports funding 
and completing are: the construction of a new 
Downtown Boulevard to reconnect the new I-40 
Crosstown with downtown Oklahoma City; and 
the interchanges at I-235 and I-44; as well as 
I-35 and I-240 (Crossroads)). Moreover, as an 
early and vocal supporter of Governor Fallin’s 
bold bridge improvement plan, maintenance of 
transportation funding levels is paramount to allow 
the elimination of Oklahoma’s 706 structurally 
deficient bridges by 2019.  

The funding needs associated with ensuring ODOT 
has the resources to complete its eight-year plan 
continue to be robust.  The Chamber supports 

Congressional reauthorization of a multi-year 
transportation bill to provide funding certainty 
to state DOT’s such as ours.  Given the fact that 
the federal highway trust fund continues to be 
inadequate, the Chamber also supports finding a 
long-term funding solution to make the trust fund 
solvent.   

As an organization that is constantly engaged in 
the areas of business expansion and retention, 
the economic benefit of making strategic 
improvements to Oklahoma’s transportation 
system is highly apparent to us.  In our experience, 
businesses highly value having a quality and 

efficient transportation 
infrastructure. Whether 
to get their products to 
market, their people to 
work, or their employees’ 
children to school; 
companies recognize 
the central importance 
of transportation in their 
decision to relocate or 
to expand.  Therefore, 
with the great strides 
Oklahoma is making to 
improve its transportation 

system will come economic benefit as more 
companies consider doing business here and, for 
the one’s already located in Oklahoma, expanding 
their operations.  

The Greater OKC Chamber is also strongly 
focused on the enhancement of the quality of life 
in Oklahoma City.  The Chamber has played a key 
role in the passage of the dramatically successful 
MAPS campaigns by running the political 
campaigns for these initiatives, and recognizes 
the societal benefits that have been brought to 
a transformed city through the estimated $4-5 
billion in public-private investment that has been 
generated through a penny sales tax voted on 
by the public.  MAPS has positively impacted 
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Oklahoma City and the 
state’s image; created 
recreational opportunities; 
and promoted tremendous 
commerce.  The energy 
and excitement of these 
projects has helped create 
a strong, creative spirit 
within Oklahoma City 
society and has served 
to attract companies and 
their professionals to Oklahoma City who want to 
be part of this culture while enhancing the living 
experience for residents and visitors alike.  

 The Chamber recognizes that Oklahoma possesses 
vital infrastructure assets in the form of key 
military installations in the state. The Oklahoma 
City region continues to build on a rich tradition 
in the aerospace and aviation industry.  The 
early history on the industry is traced back to 
aircraft manufacturing and the support of military 
operations during World War II.  Recent successes 
include strategic federal government installation 
and expanding commercial and general aviation 
sectors.  This includes two major aviation 
economic engines in the Oklahoma City region.  
They are multi-institutional complexes at both 
Tinker Air Force Base and the Will Rogers World 
Airport.

Oklahoma City is home to over 300 private and 
commercial aviation firms and more than 38,000 
aviation workers.  Major aviation employers 
include Tinker Air Force Base, Mike Monroney 
Aeronautical Center, AAR Aircraft Services, 
ARINC, Pro-Fab, Boeing Aerospace, Pratt & 
Whitney, Northrop Grumman and General Electric 
Aviation.

Tinker Air Force Base and the Air Force 
Sustainment Center employ more than 26,000 
as Oklahoma’s largest single site employer and 
impact the economy by more than $3.5 billion 
annually.  The Air Logistics Complex provides 
maintenance, repair and overhaul to military 
aircraft, aircraft engines and commodities in 

support of the war fighter.  
As one of Oklahoma’s 
largest employers, the 
transportation infrastructure 
is critical.  Employees 
at Tinker come from 
44 of the 77 Oklahoma 
Counties.  Since Tinker sits 
at the crossroads of three 
interstates, I-40, I-35 and 
I-44, employees can drive 

a considerable distance for these lucrative federal 
jobs.

In addition to the transportation infrastructure, 
Oklahoma County residents passed a $55 million 
bond issue for purchase and lease of a former 
General Motors facility to the Air Force.  The 
structure now stands as the Tinker Aerospace 
Complex with over 1,600 employees performing 
aircraft engine repair, sheet metal repair, a tanker 
refueling boom shop and a manufacturing and 
repair shop for composite material.  This 400 
acre complex with 3.8 million square feet under 
roof is a great addition to the Tinker real estate 
infrastructure.  The Greater Oklahoma City 
Chamber continues to seek opportunities to posture 
Tinker for future workloads, new technology 
insertion and improving efficiency of existing 
workload.

The world’s largest manufacturer of commercial 
and military aircraft, Boeing Aerospace, is the 
largest private contractor supporting Tinker Air 
Force Base.  Boeing has continued to increase 
its foot print in Oklahoma City.  The company 
announced moving 550 jobs from California in 
2010 and 900 jobs from Kansas in 2012.

The Federal Aviation Agency has been in 
Oklahoma City for more than 50 years.  The Mike 
Monroney Aeronautical Center provides aviation 
training and logistics support to the nation’s 
airspace system including training of all air traffic 
controllers, registry of all airmen and aircraft and 
research on aviation safety.  The FAA employs 
7,500 personnel.
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Section 1

ROADS, BRIDGES & PIPELINES
  



Moving Oklahoma: Transportation Infrastructure 32 © 2013 The Oklahoma Academy Town Hall 

Our Turnpike System 
Tim Stewart, Executive Director, Oklahoma Turnpike Authority

Mr. Stewart has 28 years of 
experience with the Oklahoma 
Turnpike Authority. Tim has held 
positions as Director of Patron 
Services, Director of Maintenance, 
Director of Planning and 
Operations, and most recently 
Deputy Director & Chief Operating 
Officer, a position he held since 
2005.  Tim is a graduate of 
Oklahoma State University, OKC in 
Civil Engineering Technology. Prior 
to joining the Authority, he owned 
and managed his own residential construction 
company in Chickasha. 

Ten turnpikes crisscross the state of Oklahoma 
today covering 606 miles, helping motorists get 
across the state quicker and safer than ever.  

Traveling across Oklahoma was made much easier 
in 1947 when the Oklahoma Turnpike Authority 
(OTA) was originally authorized to construct, 
operate and maintain the Turner Turnpike, which 
continues to run today from Oklahoma City to 
Tulsa on I-44. 

The call for toll roads began in Oklahoma because 
at the time, the state did not have the money to pay 
for the construction and maintenance of new roads. 
That limitation continues today.
 
Once the Turner Turnpike was opened in 1953, the 
Oklahoma Turnpike Authority was redefined by 
the state legislature to not only maintain the Turner 
Turnpike, but to construct new turnpikes across the 
state. This decision to expand the turnpike system 
into less developed areas increased growth and 
spurred economic development in the surrounding 
communities. The cycle of constructing roads leads 
to more economic development and growth for all 
areas across Oklahoma. 

In 1954, Oklahoma citizens voted to “cross-
pledge” the turnpike system, and by doing so, 

committed the money collected on all 
turnpikes to pay the debt of the turnpikes’ 
construction, maintenance, operating 
costs and expansion.  

Every road in Oklahoma is paid for by 
taxpayers, whether it is through state 
taxes or tolls. The only difference is that 
turnpikes are paid for by the motorists 
who use them. The Oklahoma Turnpike 
Authority is funded purely by toll 
revenue. So if someone does not use the 
turnpike, they do not pay for the road. 

OTA does not receive any additional funding from 
state or federal governments.  Also, during 2011 
and 2010, the Authority received and subsequently 
remitted to ODOT $40,414,346 and $40,865,917 
respectively of motor fuel excise taxes.

Oklahoma turnpikes are some of the safest and 
quickest ways to travel in Oklahoma, while at the 
same time having the lowest tolls per mile across 
the nation. The average passenger vehicle toll for 
Oklahoma is $.06 per mile, while the national 
average is $.23 per mile. 

The Oklahoma Turnpike Authority collects three 
types of revenue: tolls collected from motorists 
using the turnpike, concession revenue and 
violation revenue.
 
The Authority uses those funds to pay debt on 
the turnpikes (37.1 percent,) asset preservation 
(34.6 percent,) toll operation (10.2 percent,) road 
maintenance (8.5 percent,) Oklahoma Highway 
Patrol (5.3 percent) and administration and support 
(4.3 percent.) In order to continue maintaining and 
operating the turnpike system with excellence and 
care, the Oklahoma Turnpike Authority created 
a Five Year Capital Plan to identify all current 
revenue and plan for long-term improvements. 
The Capital Plan will ensure continued customer 
service and extend the useful life of the turnpike 
system.
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In 2013, OTA’s projected 
budget of operating 
revenue will be 
$238,290,000 (38% of 
which is collected from 
out-of-state customers.) 
Of that, $73,020,722 will 
be for rehabilitation and 
maintenance of existing 
roadways. Another 
$16,348,726 of preplanned OTA General Revenue 
Funds will be for additional capital expenditures. 
Over the next five years, OTA has committed 
$406,259,072 for its capital plan in keeping 
Oklahoma’s turnpikes safe and convenient while 
providing improved customer services. 

One of the long-term goals of OTA is the massive 
overhaul of its service plazas. This project will 
provide travelers with more functional and 
convenient plazas that provide fuel, food and a 
place to rest. 

The most recent upgrades were completed on 
Cimarron Turnpike’s (US 412) Lone Chimney 
Service Plaza, H.E. Bailey Turnpike’s (I-44) 
Chickasha Service Plaza and Muskogee Turnpike’s 
Muskogee Service Plaza. 

OTA will manage the redesign and reconstruction 
of the Will Rogers Turnpike’s Vinita Service 
Plaza beginning in the summer of 2013. The 
scheduled completion date is Summer 2014. After 
reconstruction, the service plaza will have two 
restaurants, two convenience/fuel stores, real-
time weather data updates and include tourism to 
promote Oklahoma. The Authority is also in the 
process of designing a new service plaza site near 
McAlester on the Indian Nation Turnpike. This 
service plaza will replace plazas currently near 
Eufaula and Antlers.

Another major upgrade to help better serve 
travelers is near completion. Expansion projects 
on the Kilpatrick and Creek Turnpikes will add 
additional lanes over an 8-mile segment. The 
expansion will also include rehabilitation of 
several bridges throughout the turnpike system 

to ease congestion 
and accommodate for 
future traffic over the 
next 30 years.  These 
improvements were 
possible through new 
bonds issued during 
December 2011.   This 
debt was issued and 
projects completed 

without raising toll rates for customers.

While these expansions, redesigns and reconstructs 
continue to take place on Oklahoma’s turnpikes, 
OTA has made an effort to increase motorist safety. 
In 2011, OTA began installing cable barriers along 
the turnpikes statewide. By 2017, OTA is scheduled 
to install 123 miles of cable barriers throughout 
the state, which provide a decrease in cross over 
accidents and potential fatalities. To keep drivers 
and construction workers safe, OTA was proactive 
and installed informational road signs to urge 
motorists from using cell phones in work zones.

Another major initiative of The Authority is its 
partnerships with other agencies and cities and 
towns across Oklahoma. These partnerships 
help better enhance Oklahoma’s roadways, 
interchanges and bridges and allow for continued 
economic growth in these areas. Some of the 
many partnerships include those with ODOT, 
Oklahoma County, Oklahoma Department of 
Tourism, Oklahoma City, Broken Arrow, Jenks, the 
Cherokee Nation, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Some of the many challenges over the next decade 
will be serving the ever increasing traffic across 
the State and continuing the needed improvements 
of an aging System to continue services needed by 
customers.  As one of the fastest growing states, 
OTA will have to be watchful to increasing traffic 
on some of its other major turnpikes, including 
the Turner Turnpike and Will Rogers Turnpike.  
As Oklahoma communities, rural and urban, 
grow and develop, the turnpike system and the 
Oklahoma Turnpike Authority will continue to be 
a helpful resource providing safe and convenient 
transportation alternatives for travelers. 
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Our County Road System
Randy Robinson, PE, Executive Director, Oklahoma Cooperative Circuit Engineering Districts Board

Mr. Robinson has 30 years experience 
with transportation infrastructure 
issues in Oklahoma. Randy has 
earned a B.S. from the University of 
Missouri-Rolla and a M.S. from the 
University of Oklahoma. 

Authority
In Oklahoma the highway system is 
divided into two classes, the State 
Highway System and the County 
Highway System.  (Title 69 § 501)  
The Legislature has bestowed the 
authority to the Boards of County Commissioners 
to plan, develop, maintain and protect the county 
highway facilities in this state, for the present and 
future use.  (Title 69 § 101)  There are 77 counties 
with three County Commissioners elected by their 
district to serve a 4-year term.  Their elections are 
staggered with District’s 1 & 3 running in the same 
year and District 2 running two years later. 

Funding
The County Highway Fund is the primary fund a 
county uses to maintain its infrastructure and pay 
for labor, equipment, and materials.  The sources 
of this fund are derived from three main state tax 
revenues’; gasoline, diesel, and motor vehicle 
collection taxes.  These revenues are apportioned 
to each county based on formulas that encompass 
a county’s land area, population, and county 
highway miles.  A county may pass up to a 2-cent 
sales tax for roads, but most counties use their 
sales tax revenues for county jail construction 
and maintenance or supporting their rural fire 
departments.  Some counties also have gross 
production tax revenues going into their highway 
funds due to the drilling activity in their county, 
but this is a double-edged sword discussed below.  
All these revenue streams, apportioned by the 
Oklahoma Tax Commission into the County 
Highway Fund, can fluctuate greatly from month to 
month making budgeting very difficult. 

Challenges
The County Highway System, as of 
May 2013, is certified by the Oklahoma 
Department of Transportation, and is 
composed of 83,967 miles of roadway 
with 70% gravel and 30% paved.  ODOT 
also shows in July 2012 that the counties 
maintain 14,164 bridges, structures 20’ 
or longer.  The current replacement 
costs of 4,414 deficient and obsolete 
bridges are 1.5 billion dollars.  We are 
lacking information, such as numbers, 

condition and costs, on structures that are 
less than 20’ in length.  These tens of thousands of 
structures also require significant maintenance and 
replacement is costly. 

Under Oklahoma Constitution, Article 16 section 
2 states, “the State of Oklahoma accepts all 
reservations and lands for public highways made 
by grant, agreement, treaty, or act of Congress.”  In 
doing so, more than half the state has counties with 
rights-of-ways of 33’.  It is incredibility difficult to 
maintain these roads, such as providing adequate 
ditches for roadway drainage.  The terrain also, 
tends to be more mountainous placing greater need 
to have a reliable road and bridge infrastructure.  
New construction costs are generally higher due to 
having to acquire additional right-of-way for new 
roadways width standards and then relocation of 
utilities to move them out of construction areas.

Heavy loads are the biggest detriment to the life 
of a road or bridge. The gross production taxes 
are intended to cover the damage costs.  Hundreds 
of truckloads are required to build a drilling pad 
site; hauling dirt and rock, equipment and fracking 
fluids.  These heavy loads can do a great deal of 
damage to roads and bridges in a short amount of 
time.  Wheat harvest tests every road and bridge 
in a county with heavier and heavier equipment to 
make the collection of grain more efficient.  Other 
sources of loads are rock quarries, brick plants, 
feed lots, hog farms, and salt injection wells.
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In Oklahoma, major declared disasters are nothing 
new.  Floods, snow and ice are devastating to 
roads and bridges.  Federal Disaster aid never 
fully covers the impacts to roads, because issues 
will show up months later after the aid has been 
distributed.  This places a greater burden on 
counties’ highway budgets.

Construction and maintenance equipment is 
expensive, and not getting any cheaper.  In most 
counties the top four pieces of equipment and their 
current new costs are: 1. Motor Grader, $235,000; 
2. Dump Truck (10-wheel), $110,000; 3. Loader 
(trackhoe), $175,000; 4. Tractor/mower, $90,000.   
As equipment matures counties are then faced 
with high repair costs, $23,000 to rebuild a dump 
truck engine.  Running these pieces of equipment 
requires diesel fuel.  Price increases over the last 
few years have forced some counties to “park” 
equipment until they can afford another shipment 
of fuel. 

Supporting commerce in the rural areas is a 
primary function of the County Highway System.  
The top agriculture products in Oklahoma are: 1. 
Cattle and calves; 2. Broilers (chickens); 3. Hogs; 
4. Wheat; and 5. Dairy products.  Oklahoma is fifth 
in the U.S. for cattle production and fifth in the 
production of wheat.   These top five agricultural 
commodities produced over 6.1 billion dollars in 
2011.  One-quarter of all the Oklahoman jobs are 
tied in someway to the energy industry.  In 2011 
Oil and gas contributed to almost 16 billion dollars 
to this state’s economy.

Improvements
In 2006 the Legislature created a fund called 
County Improvements for Roads and Bridges, 
CIRB, supported by 20% of the Motor Vehicle 
Collection Tax to fund new construction on 
the County Highway System.  The Five-Year 
Construction plan has over 900 million dollars 
worth of projects, 1,023 miles of road and 379 
bridges.   

This plan promotes improved infrastructure as 
well as the engineering and construction industry.   

Governor’s Fallin’s Transportation plan included 
additional funding in CIRB but also the used beams 
off of the Cross Town Bridge on I-40 in Oklahoma 
City.  The Plan was to help address the large 
number of county deficient bridges that account for 
80% of Oklahoma’s number of deficient bridges.  
Over 2,000 beams will be repurposed back into 
300 plus county bridges saving the counties 
approximately 15 percent of the construction 
costs per bridge site.  As of May 2013, 19 bridges 
have been built and another 9 bridges are under 
construction using these Cross Town beams.

Future Needs
Counties are in desperate need for maintenance 
funds.  The County Highway Fund does not cover 
the road and bridge problems.  Some County 
Commissioners are then forced to close roads 
causing longer routes for schools and industries. 
The taxpayer’s best “bang for the buck” is 
providing maintenance dollars to support the 
current infrastructure in patching, crack sealing, 
chip sealing, erosion control measures, etc.  

Repairs and maintenance in today’s dollar is less 
expensive than waiting to pay for tomorrow’s total 
reconstruction. The tax revenues for maintenance 
operations has been out-paced by three-fold by 
the costs of “doing business”. Gasoline and diesel 
taxes are in jeopardy as cars become more fuel-
efficient and/or use other sources of fuel.  Do you 
address the current state totals of volumetric taxes 
on fuels, 13 cents per gallon on diesel and 17 cents 
per gallon on gasoline? 

Some states have proposed going to a percentage 
on price sold to support their transportation 
infrastructure.  

The Association of County Commissioners 
purposed legislation in 2013 to move an additional 
5% of the Motor Vehicle Collection tax, 30 million 
dollars per year, from the State’s General Revenue 
Fund to the counties for maintenance on the 
counties’ major road corridors.  This measure failed 
to make it out of conference committee but may be 
brought up again in the next legislative session.
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Natural Gas Infrastructure 
Diana Buechle, Manager Regulatory Affairs, Oklahoma Natural Gas

Oklahoma Natural Gas Company was founded 
in 1906, and our history is closely aligned with 
the history of the state. We supply energy that 
improves the quality of life of Oklahomans 
and, thanks to increasing natural gas supply due 
to improved shale gas recovery technologies, 
customers are experiencing lower natural gas bills. 
Continuing innovations in technology will yield 
exciting new opportunities to serve the customers 
who have trusted us for generations. We value that 
trust and are proud to have been recently honored 
with a national award for the highest level of 
customer service. 

Oklahoma Natural Gas is a division of Tulsa-based 
ONEOK, Inc. (NYSE:OKE), a diversified energy 
company. ONEOK is among the largest natural gas 
distributors in the United States, serving more than 
2 million customers in three natural gas distribution 
companies in Oklahoma, Kansas and Texas.  The 
natural gas distribution companies are subject to 
regulations and oversight by federal, state and local 
agencies. 

Additionally, ONEOK is the general partner and 
owns 43.3 percent of ONEOK Partners, L.P. 
(NYSE: OKS), one of the largest publicly traded 
master limited partnerships, which is a leader in the 
gathering, processing, storage and transportation of 
natural gas in the United States.  ONEOK Partners 
also owns one of the nation’s premier natural gas 
liquids (NGL) systems, connecting NGL supply in 
the Mid-Continent and Rocky Mountain regions 
with key market centers, including the Gulf Coast. 
ONEOK is the largest of four FORTUNE 500 
Oklahoma-based companies.

Infrastructure
Oklahoma Natural Gas serves more than 840,000 
customers in 322 Oklahoma communities with 
almost 100 percent of the gas we deliver being 
produced in Oklahoma. We operate approximately 
18,100 miles of natural gas distribution mains 
and have approximately 1,200 employees. Other 

ONEOK affiliates operate more than 2,500 miles 
of pipeline and five underground storage facilities 
in Oklahoma.  We are focused on continually 
improving the integrity of our natural gas system 
and invest more than $100 million annually in the 
state on new infrastructure, pipeline replacements 
and line relocations required by public projects. 
Coordination and communication with federal, 
state and local agencies on public improvements is 
essential and will reduce costs for all involved. 

We strongly support enhancing “Call Before You 
Dig” laws to reduce damages to infrastructure.  
According to a Pipeline and Hazardous Materials 
Safety Administration (PHMSA) report, 
“excavation damage poses by far the single greatest 
threat to distribution system safety, reliability and 
integrity; therefore, excavation damage prevention 
presents the most significant opportunity for 
distribution pipeline safety improvements.”(1)

Through the guidance of the Oklahoma 
Corporation Commission, Oklahoma Natural Gas 
has operated under a rate structure since 2009 that 
balances the needs of customers and shareholders 
and allows for annual adjustments and recovery of 
costs for infrastructure improvements. 

(1) Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 
Administration (PHMSA) The Integrity 
Management for Gas Distribution, Report of Phase 
I Investigations (DIMP Report) December 2005.

Compressed Natural Gas (CNG)
For more than 20 years, Oklahoma Natural Gas 
has owned and operated publically accessible 
compressed natural gas (CNG) fueling stations 
in Oklahoma.  We currently own and operate 
25 of the 72 public CNG fueling stations in the 
state.  In June 2012, we received approval from 
the Oklahoma Corporation Commission to offer 
rebates on vehicles and home-fueling stations. To 
date, more than $600,000 in CNG rebates have 
been paid to Oklahomans.  These rebates promote 
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the purchase of new Natural Gas Vehicles (NGVs) 
and the stations which fuel them.  

Oklahoma Natural Gas has 570 NGVs in our 
working fleet.  CNG use saved the company an 
estimated $1.4 million in 2012 by using Oklahoma-
produced natural gas instead of gasoline or diesel. 
Additional savings are achieved by our customers 
when they fill up for approximately $1 a gasoline 
gallon equivalent (GGE) at public stations or pay 
approximately $0.53 per GGE when using a home-
refueling station. 

Under the leadership of Governor Mary Fallin, 
Oklahoma is a recognized leader in ensuring 
the cost-effective adoption of NGVs and the 
associate fueling infrastructure.  The multi-state 
memorandum of understanding initiated by 
Governor Fallin has allowed states to reduce their 
purchase price for NGVs and has encouraged 
automobile manufacturers to produce a larger 
number of NGVs.  

Additionally, Oklahoma’s tax credits towards the 
purchase price of natural gas fueling infrastructure 
and vehicles is promoting investment in new 
fueling stations and vehicles, many of which are 
produced in Oklahoma.    

Price, abundant supply, an Oklahoma product, 
beneficial emissions and an established natural gas 
distribution network with proven technology make 
CNG one of the best choices among alternative 
fuels. CNG offers operators the ability to reduce 
dependency on foreign oil imports. It is a cleaner, 
greener fuel which protects the environment and 
allows fleet operators the opportunity to clean up 
vehicle emissions and confidently operate their 
NGVs, even on Ozone Alert Days. 

Conclusion
Abundant, low-cost natural gas is an exciting 
opportunity for the state of Oklahoma and the 
nation.  Oklahoma Natural Gas supports the 
increased use of natural gas, natural gas vehicles 
and energy-efficient equipment.   We encourage 
the state to continue to support the development 
and production of vehicles and equipment, 
which stimulates our economy as it reduces our 
dependence on foreign oil. We continue to advocate 
for rules and regulations that improve the safety 
and integrity of our natural gas infrastructure.  As 
a leader in the industry, Oklahoma Natural Gas 
will continue the education of consumers about 
the benefits of natural gas as a clean-burning fuel 
source and an abundant resource in the state, 
providing jobs and energy for the future.
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Electric Utility InfrastructureTransformation
Mike Ballard, Director, Strategy & Business Planning, Oklahoma Gas and Electric

The electric utility industry may face significant 
transformative changes over the next 10-15 years 
that could lead to an evolution in the way in which 
electricity is generated, distributed and paid for by 
end consumers.  Traditionally, most electric utilities 
operate large central-station power plants that 
are fueled by coal, gas, hydro or nuclear energy 
sources.  In addition, many utilities have started 
to include renewable energy resources by building 
large wind or solar farms.  The electric power 
produced by these large central-station power 
plants is then sent over high-voltage transmission 
lines to cities, towns and locations where the 
power is then distributed to where the electricity 
is utilized by homes and businesses.  In the 
transformative future, technological advancements 
could cause a change toward a model of generation 
and distribution that is more decentralized and 
more localized.  In this model, generation at the 
location of consumption would 
be economically viable and 
efficient.  This model is known 
as distributed generation (DG).

The Edision Electric Institute 
(EEI), an association that serves the electric utility 
industry, predicts that “a variety of disruptive 
technologies are emerging that may compete 
with utility-provided services.  Such technologies 
include solar photovoltaics (PV), battery storage, 
fuel cells, geothermal energy systems, wind, micro 
turbines, and electric vehicle enhanced storage. 
To promote the growth of these technologies 
in the near-term, policymakers have sought to 
encourage disruptive competing energy sources 
through various subsidy programs, such as tax 
incentives, renewable portfolio standards, and net 
metering.”  As customers engage in the use of these 
new technologies, utility revenues decline and the 
cost of the utility infrastructure is borne by the 
remaining non-participating customers.”

The cost of these DG technologies continues to 
decline while the cost of central station power 

generation continues to increase due to stricter 
environmental regulations, upgrades to an aging 
infrastructure and additional mandates intended to 
improve the security of the grid from cyber attacks 
and/or other physical security risks.

Just one example of DG is solar PV. According 
to the Solar Electric Power Association (SEPA), 
there were 200,000 distributed solar customers 
(aggregating 2,400 megawatts or MW) in the 
United States as of 2011. While this currently only 
represents less than 1 percent of the U.S. retail 
electricity market, other technologies that have 
far greater generating capacity are also making 
advances and approaching economic viability.  
Several of these technologies, such as fuel cells 
and microturbines, do not suffer from the inherent 
intermittent or variable generation issues that are 
associated with solar and wind generation and can 

generate electricity around-
the-clock.  The net result of 
the deployment of these types 
of technologies would be a 
reduction in the amount of 
electricity demand from the 

traditional central-station generation resources that 
utilities currently operate.

In addition to DG, other technologies are also 
advancing and contributing to less grid-supplied 
electricity demand such as energy efficiency and 
energy conservation.  These reductions will come 
from advances in high-efficiency air conditioning, 
lighting, and consumer appliances as well as 
greater awareness and information that allow 
consumers to use less electricity.

One model from EEI assumes an overall reduction 
in grid supplied electricity of 10 percent.  In this 
model those who participate in utilizing DG at 
their premises would effectively be subsidized by 
those who do not install these types of generators 
at their homes or businesses.  This subsidization 
comes in the form of the non-participants needing 
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to continue to bear a greater burden of the costs 
associated with operating and maintaining the 
grid, but with a smaller number of people.  In this 
model, EEI predicts that the average impact on 
base electricity prices for non-participants will 
be a 20 percent or more increase in rates, and 
the ongoing rate of growth in electricity prices 
will double for non-participants. These cost 
increases are dependent on the number of people 
participating in DG and energy efficiency, and 
the way in which the utility model is structured to 
recover the costs associated with operating the grid.  

In addition to the redistribution of costs from 
participants to non-participants, there could be 
higher costs associated with operating a grid that 
now has a two-way flow of electricity.  The current 
grid is designed to push electricity from the central 
generator directly in a one-way flow to the end 
consumer.  In the DG model, electricity could flow 
both toward the end consumer and away from the 
end consumer as they generate excess electricity 
not consumed at their location.  This two-way flow 
of electricity will necessitate greater investments to 
control, balance and manage electricity generation 
coming from multiple sources and flowing in 
multiple directions.   

States where DG is growing rapidly are in the 
middle of grappling with the issues where the 
costs associated with operating and maintaining 
the grid still need to be paid for.  Oklahoma enjoys 
relatively low electricity prices compared with 
most regions of the country.  According to the 
US Energy Information Administration (EIA) 
Oklahoma’s average retail price of electricity is the 
11th lowest in the nation at 7.59 cents per kilowatt 
hour (2010 data).  The US average is 9.83 cents 
with the highest prices being in Hawaii – 25.12 
cents, Connecticut – 17.39 cents and New York 
– 16.41 cents.  Not surprisingly, these states are 
experiencing larger growth in DG than Oklahoma 
and other regions of the country where electricity 
is relatively low cost.  California, where electricity 
prices are also relatively high – 13.01 cents, and 
DG subsidies are quite generous, leads the nation 
in distributed solar PV installations.  

In California, the penetration of Solar PV 
installations is now high enough that there are 
complex impacts to the utility business models. 
In California, where the estimated rooftop solar 
capacity is now approximately 1,500 Megawatts 
(the equivalent of a large power plant), utility 
revenue reductions have now reached a level of 
material impact. This has created a situation where 
the homes and businesses without DG installations 
will need to absorb an additional $1.3 billion in lost 
utility revenues.  That represents approximately 
3.9 percent of the $33.5 billion spent on electricity 
in 2010 in California, based on the latest figures 
available from the U.S. Department of Energy and 
is expected to continue.

According to a Bloomberg report published 
December 17, 2012 entitled “California Utilities 
Say Solar Raises Costs for Non-Users,” about 
20,000 customers of San Diego Gas & Electric 
(SDG&E) had connected 146 megawatts of 
solar panels to its grid as of November 1, 2012. 
The company is adding 409 new net-metering 
customers a month.

SDG&E currently cannot collect about $18 million 
to $20 million a year in grid costs from customers 
with rooftop solar panels, according to Dan 
Skopec, vice president of regulatory affairs. 
 
“The problem exacerbates with each new system 
that goes on a roof,” Mark Bachman, an analyst 
at Boston-based Avian Securities Inc., said in an 
interview. “Utilities will need to get reimbursed 
for their grid costs by a shrinking number of 
consumers.”

Our approach in Oklahoma should be designed to 
take full advantage of these new technologies while 
not placing additional burden on any individuals 
or groups who either cannot or choose to not 
participate in adopting DG at their locations.  These 
examples are provided to stimulate our thinking 
so that we can generate ideas that allow us to take 
advantage of these technology opportunities while 
mitigating the risks and issues that other states are 
facing from their current situation.
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Natural Gas Powered Vehicles
Shane Woolbright, Santa Fe, New Mexico

While discussions of transportation infrastructure 
typically involve capital expenditures for rail, 
canal, or highway expansions, rarely is the 
infrastructure for fuel discussed.  It is assumed 
that there will be plenty of options for gasoline 
or diesel vehicles.  That is not the case for use of 
compressed natural gas.

Locations for re-fueling CNG vehicles are few in 
many areas of Oklahoma, and the expansion of 
CNG for vehicles will lag due to such restrictions.  
In this particular area, the private market cannot 
readily respond as there is inadequate demand for 
the supply of the product – CNG.  The solution to 
that problem is the reason for this paper.

If we were to move to natural gas for vehicles, 
what would be the societal, economic, and 
environmental impacts of the proposed changes, 
and how would those changes make Oklahoma 
more successful?  What are the funding needs for 
this solution, and what is the funding resource?  
Those questions are part of the guidelines for 
authors for this conference. 

First, the societal benefits that come with a change 
in fuels are directly related to the economic and 
environmental impacts of the change.  While oil 
production is part of our economy, the demand for 
oil is such that little to no impact is likely on oil 
production until such time as the nation is able to 
move away from imports of oil.  

On the other hand, production of natural gas is 
a fundamental part of the state economic base.  
Natural gas production, transportation, and 
management provide many jobs and is likely 
to continue to expand as an economic driver.  
Increasing the use of natural gas for vehicles, and 
demonstrating how to expand re-fueling stations, 
will increase demand for this state resource.  

This will add to job creation and building natural 
gas fueling stations will continue this process.  

Creating more jobs and creating more demand 
for a major state product such as natural gas will 
increase funding for education, government, and 
generally improve the quality of life.  Meanwhile, 
moving cars, trucks, and buses away from gasoline 
and diesel will improve air quality and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to global 
warming as natural gas combustion provides far 
fewer emissions and particulates than does the 
combustion of gasoline and diesel fuel.

It first occurred to me that we should take major 
steps in moving to natural gas vehicles when I 
noted that a typical Oklahoma state agency would 
list pickups for designation as surplus property 
when those trucks has 150,000 to 250,000 miles of 
wear.  

Taking 200,000 miles of wear for a pickup getting 
16 miles per gallon of gasoline with a possible 
savings of $2.00 per gallon of fuel indicated that 
there was enough savings in fuel for these pickups 
by using natural gas to pay the cost of acquisition– 
nearly $25,000.00 over the life of the pickup.

So it seemed that governments in Oklahoma 
should be using natural gas as fuel as better 
use of taxpayer dollars.  But without re-fueling 
stations, this could not be done unless there 
were justifications for such stations, economic 
justifications.

Without doing substantial research, I did poll 
some rural cities on the number of vehicles in 
use for government.  It appears that there is one 
government vehicle in Oklahoma for every 30 
residents when cities, schools, counties, state 
agencies, special districts, and federal agencies 
are included.  It gets to one vehicle for every 
20 residents when we include utilities, phone 
companies, rural cooperatives and other similar 
agencies that operate on public rights of way as 
regulated or consumer owned agencies.  
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That projection gives us government and utility 
vehicle numbers approaching 200,000.  Other 
likely converts to natural gas include vehicles for 
oil and gas companies, taxis, delivery trucks, and 
small business vehicles.  

With some 1.8 million registered vehicles in 
Oklahoma, this combined fleet indicates that we 
could easily have 15% of the Oklahoma vehicle 
market converted to natural gas during the life span 
of the current fleet of vehicles.  

The savings with natural gas being obvious, typical 
car owners would be more enticed to have one 
family vehicle as a natural gas vehicle.  The fleet 
of natural gas vehicles for Oklahoma would likely 
expand rapidly if easy access to re-fueling were 
provided.  And moving so many vehicles to CNG 
is likely to bring down the cost of conversion 
or increase the likelihood of factory built CNG 
pickups and cars. 

So getting a society to act collectively is the issue; 
and, by acting collectively and showing huge 
benefits to other states, simultaneously increase 
demand for your state product (natural gas) is the 
side benefit of such action.  How to get there?

Well, the answer is, of course, quite simple.  We 
build many natural gas fueling stations, and we set 
a state policy that requires with certain exclusions 
that all state, county, school, and municipal 
vehicles use natural gas vehicles.  And we give 
strong encouragement for utilities, cooperatives, 
rural water districts, telephone and similar entities 
to move their fleets to natural gas as well.

The legislative side is relatively easy and gives us 
a population of vehicles for re-fueling that should 
make these stations able to repay operations costs.  
That only leaves the question of how to quickly 
build a fleet of roughly 1,350 CNG fueling stations 
to meet the needs of our vast geography.

The answer, to me, would be that funds would 
come from those benefitting.  That would be 
government as the State of Oklahoma would want 

the cost savings and possible greater fuel savings 
this would provide.  That would be natural gas 
exploration and sales companies whose product 
would have greater demand.  And that would be 
natural gas distribution companies who would gain 
an average of $4.50 for each 1,000 feet of natural 
gas sold for just the delivery of the gas.

These folks should want such a network.  They 
would greatly benefit.  And several have already 
stepped up to encourage natural gas re-fueling by 
assisting in the development of CNG stations.  But 
those stations still number in the dozens rather than 
in the hundreds.  

The answer is a public-private corporation with 
three controlling entities established by legislation.  
A commitment of $550 million from each of 
the three sectors would to be estimated for the 
construction of the facilities.

With about $65 million of annual debt service 
with all stations built, the 1,350 stations would 
need to generate only 100,000 equivalent gallons 
of natural gas sales at $0.50 per gallon net to meet 
debt service requirements each year.  A similar 
amount of sales would be needed for operations, 
maintenance, and taxes.

Shane Woolbright is the former Executive Director 
and General Manager for Municipal Electric 
Systems of Oklahoma (MESO).  MESO provides 
services for 63 municipal electric distribution 
systems while Municipal Gas Systems of Oklahoma 
(MGSO) provides services for 50 municipally 
owned natural gas distribution systems.  MESO 
serves as secretariat for the MGSO and the 
Oklahoma Gas Association.  The OGA provides 
services for natural gas transmission and 
distribution companies within Oklahoma.

Mr. Woolbright holds a bachelors degree in public 
administration from the Business School of the 
University of Arkansas and a master of public 
administration degree from the College of Arts and 
Sciences at the University of Arkansas. 
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The Case For Propane Power 
Richard Hess, Executive Director, Oklahoma LP Gas, Research, Marketing & Safety Commission

When Dr. Walter Snelling, a Harvard graduate 
and Bureau of Mines chemist, made the discovery 
that would define his career, he wasn’t looking for 
a new source of energy, and he certainly wasn’t 
looking for an alternative fuel. Dr. Snelling simply 
wanted to know why vapors were forming in the 
gasoline tank of a Model T Ford. He took a sample 
to his lab, ran tests and when he found the mixture 
of gases which he called liquefied petroleum gas, 
he not only had his answer, he had also discovered 
a new source of energy that would one day become 
the world’s most widely used alternative fuel. 

Dr. Snelling, the scientist, might have been 
satisfied but Dr. Snelling, the entrepreneur, was 
not. He knew liquefied petroleum gas was rich in 
energy and had unique qualities which might be 
marketable. Since, L P gas could be changed from 
a gas to a liquid with relative ease, and since it 
is far more compact as a liquid (270 times), Dr. 
Snelling figured it would be easy to store and to 
transport. Soon, he was storing it in bottles, and it 
was being used for lighting, for cutting metal and 
for heating. Dr. Snelling received the first L P gas 
patent, and he formed the first L P gas company. 
Dr. Walter Snelling discovered L P gas, and he 
was its main advocate. But, even he didn’t fully 
appreciate its potential. 

Today, propane is a $10 billion industry, and more 
than 60 million Americans use propane. Propane 
heats water and fuels hot air balloons. It’s used 
to rescue climbers on Mt. Everest, and people 
throughout the world pause when the propane-
fueled Olympic Torch passes by. Propane fueled 
the first vehicle in 1913; today, propane fuels more 
vehicles worldwide (18 to 20 million) and in the 
U S (350,000) than any other alternative fuel. 
Propane powers automobiles, heavy duty trucks, 
private vehicles and commercial fleets. More than 
500,000 forklifts use propane as do municipal 
buses, police cruisers and emergency vehicles. 
Propane is an approved clean fuel per the Clean Air 
Act of 1990 and the National Energy Policy Act of 
1992, and it costs 30-40 % less than gasoline.

Propane motorists depend upon the same 
infrastructure as the millions of other propane 
consumers in this country. That infrastructure 
moves more than 20 billion gallons of propane 
each year from the oil refineries and gas processing 
plants where it is produced, to the millions of 
customers located throughout the country. It 
includes approximately 70,000 miles of trunk line 
in the pipeline system, 22,000 railroad tank cars, 90 
barges and tankers, 6,000 transport trucks, 35,500 
bobtail trucks, 13,500 bulk/storage distribution 
points, 4,000 vehicle refueling stations (industry 
estimates are closer to 10,000), and more than 
162,000 cylinder refilling locations. However, 
recent changes in the alternative fuels market 
suggest that changes may also be needed in the 
infrastructure and in the regulations that govern the 
propane industry. 

Current rules require that commercial refueling 
be performed by trained and certified personnel. 
Consequently, after hours refueling isn’t available. 
Propane vehicles routinely travel 700 to 1,000 
miles or more before refueling. However, 
without the ability to refuel when and where it 
is convenient, the transportation component of 
this industry will likely suffer. New dispensing 
technology including card reader systems can 
eliminate many safety concerns. Appropriate 
training can be determined and access can be 
granted or denied based upon identification cards 
and access codes. Rules should be reviewed 
and possibly revised to accommodate this new 
technology. 

The recent growth of alternative fuels was largely 
spurred by state and federal incentives. The State 
of Oklahoma offers a 75 percent tax credit for 
new alternative fuel infrastructure, a 50 percent 
tax credit for alternative fuel conversions, and a 
50 percent tax credit (up to $2,500) for residential 
refueling stations. However, the propane industry 
is incentivized to a lesser degree than some other 
industries. Infrastructure: This program is less 
of an incentive to the propane industry because 
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drive Oklahoma’s economy, and taxes paid by 
this industry are critical to the state’s budget. It is 
natural that the state would support this industry 
and that it would partner with it to identify and 
develop markets that will create jobs and revenue 
for the state. It is win-win arrangement. However, 
it need not be exclusionary. 

Oklahoma leaders support the compressed natural 
gas industry because CNG is efficient, affordable, 
clean-burning, Oklahoma produced, and it 
decreases our dependence on foreign oil. Propane is 
also efficient, affordable, clean-burning, Oklahoma 
produced, and it too decreases our dependence 
on foreign oil. Oklahoma leaders support CNG 
vehicles for the state’s fleet because each one will 
save the state thousands of dollars. Each propane 
vehicle will also save the state thousands of dollars. 

Oklahoma leaders support new CNG infrastructure 
because it is a critical component of the 
compressed natural gas industry. Critical propane 
infrastructure is already in place in virtually every 
area of the state, and new propane infrastructure 
could be built at a fraction of the cost of CNG 
infrastructure saving the state hundreds of 
thousands of dollars per location. 

Propane and compressed natural gas are probably 
more similar than they are different. Propane is 
a natural gas liquid, and according to the U S 
Energy Information Administration, NGLs are 
“hydrocarbons-in the same family of molecules as 
natural gas and crude oil.” In fact, over 50 percent 
of propane is produced from natural gas. The 
remainder is produced from crude oil. 

By incentivizing the propane industry, the state 
also incentivizes natural gas. A healthy and vibrant 
propane industry also benefits natural gas and has 
effects statewide. Oklahoma’s public interest would 
be well served if propane and CNG were equally 
embraced, if incentive programs provided propane 
and CNG equal benefits, and if both propane and 
CNG vehicles were added to the state’s fleet. 

There is room for both fuels in our expanding 
alternative fuels market, and both fuels can provide 
significant environmental, economic and national 
security benefits.

propane’s infrastructure was built years ago with 
private sector funding. Additionally, new CNG 
infrastructure costs approximately 10 times more 
than propane’s. Consequently, the incentive or tax 
credit benefit to the CNG industry is approximately 
10 times more as well. Conversions: The cost to 
convert a vehicle to CNG is approximately twice 
that of propane. Consequently, a CNG motorist 
receives twice the tax credit benefit as a propane 
motorist. Residential: This tax credit applies only 
to residential CNG refueling stations. There is no 
incentive to the propane industry as propane is 
not included. 

Oklahoma’s propane industry should be more 
involved in future discussions regarding the 
state’s tax incentive programs and should be more 
proactive as well. Those not directly involved in 
this industry cannot be expected to understand and 
fully appreciate the nuances that are particular to 
propane. 

In O.S. 74, Sec. 78, f., the Oklahoma Legislature 
declares it is in the public interest to increase 
access to public CNG refueling stations in 
Oklahoma. The Legislature’s goal is to have a CNG 
station at least every 100 miles along the interstate 
highway system by 2015 and one or more every 50 
miles by 2025. The legislature has also authorized 
the state to enter into agreements with private 
entities in order to build infrastructure and to meet 
this goal. Propane infrastructure is not included. 

Oklahoma has joined with 21 other states to 
encourage manufacturers to build CNG vehicles 
and to leverage buying power in order to purchase 
these vehicles for use in state fleets. Propane 
vehicles are not included. 

The federal government incentivizes alternative 
fuels through a 50¢ per gallon tax rebate; and 
imposes a 18.3¢ per gallon tax. Collecting and 
remitting this tax discourages many propane 
retailers from selling propane motor fuel. The 
federal incentive to use clean alternative fuels 
could be increased at no additional cost if the tax 
were eliminated and the rebate reduced to 31.7¢. 

Oklahoma ranks fourth among all states in terms 
of natural gas production. Energy sector jobs help 
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Transporting Oklahoma’s Manufactured Goods 
Chuck Prucha, President and CEO, Oklahoma Manufacturing Alliance

Oklahoma manufacturers understand their fortunate 
geographic situation. Transportation, shipping and 
logistical concerns are eased by the state’s central 
location. While manufacturers often leverage this 
advantage to their benefit, they do report some 
challenges associated with transportation issues. 

Recently the Oklahoma Manufacturing Alliance 
conducted a brief canvass of manufacturers. Few 
expressed any great concerns with rail, air or 
waterways. All the challenges expressed are related 
to ground shipping. And the rising cost of ground 
transportation was everyone’s biggest concern—
one way or another.
 
•     Finding qualified truckers with a Commercial 

Driver’s License is becoming very difficult and 
the shortage of truck drivers in the oil & gas 
industry is driving up transportation costs.

•     Oklahoma is well served by common carriers. 
These companies and our central location 
allow for reasonable shipping times and 
costs across the country, but access to flatbed 
trucks is getting harder.  Getting freight out of 
Oklahoma is fine, but getting trucks to come 
to Oklahoma is a bigger challenge in both cost 
and availability.

•     Truckers use the shortages in their industry as 
leverage on their employers and demand more 
money. This makes the transportation company 
pay more which eventually leads back to 
higher pricing for transportation.

•     It seems like the DOT has really started pulling 
over more truckers to review logs, weights, 
permits, etc., which delays the trucking 
schedule. Transportation companies then start 
building in this hidden cost to their pricing, 
which also increases the end result of higher 
costs for transportation.

•     As manufacturing activity has increased in 
Oklahoma over the past few years (due to 
the upsurge in the oil and gas industry) many 
shipping companies have not been able to keep 
up with the increased demand, which causes 
delays and costs money. It’s presumed that 
trucking companies have not invested in new 
equipment during the economic downturn. It 
also appears they want to make sure the current 
uptick in business is sustainable instead of a 
short spike, before acquiring new equipment 
and employees.

•     Finally, everyone expressed concerns over 
deteriorating infrastructure, which slows 
transportation and at the very least is 
aesthetically unpleasing.
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Groendyke Transport: An Industry Leader
Becky Hodgen, Communications and Brand Manager, Enid

Groendyke Transport has been providing safe and 
dependable tank transportation services, and bulk 
transport logistics solutions, for over 80 years. 
Achieving the utmost in bulk carrier value has been 
our purpose and tradition since 1932, when Harold 
C. Groendyke founded our company.  Groendyke’s 
first load hauled kerosene from Borger, Texas, 
to Beaver, Oklahoma. It was this penchant for 
progress that earned not only Harold, but also 
Groendyke Transport, the reputation as a visionary 
in the trucking industry.

As a testament to our commitment to excellence 
in the cargo transport industry, Groendyke has 
been awarded the Heil Trophy Award an industry-
leading six times. The 
prestigious Heil Trophy is given 
annually by the National Tank 
Truck Carriers Association to 
the tank truck carrier with the 
best overall safety record and 
safety improvement programs 
in the country. 

Not only has our Company 
served as an industry 
forerunner, but also our 
employees have always 
answered the call of stewardship to the trucking 
industry, as well. One of 15 tank trucking 
companies, 

Groendyke was a founding member of the National 
Tank Truck Carriers Association (NTTC), and 
is the only member company to have 3 former 
chairmen of the organization (Max Barton, John 
Groendyke, and Greg Hodgen.)

Various senior and management-level employees 
serve on state motor carrier boards and participate 
in Calls on Washington as members of the 
American Trucking Association and NTTC. That 
strong sense of stewardship not only originates 

from a tradition of leadership, but as a conduit for 
change. Historically, Groendyke has been a part 
of milestones and shifts in the industry. Through 
deregulation, cross -border trade, hours of service, 
rollover awareness and prevention, Groendyke has 
helped shape and protect the industry, as well as the 
motoring public. 

Our Mission is to provide safe and dependable 
transportation services which consistently deliver 
value to our customers. Without safe and well 
maintained roadways and bridges, our very mission 
is threatened. First and foremost, this is a safety 
concern. With a number of issues already plaguing 
our crowded roadways, with increased potential 

for accidents, now more than 
ever, infrastructure must be 
a chief concern of Oklahoma 
lawmakers. 

In a recent study conducted 
by the National Highway 
Transportation Traffic Safety 
Administration, distracted 
driving contributed to 10% 
of all injury crashes. Add in 
unsafe and unstable roads 
and highways, and this is 

an equation with severe consequences.  Not 
only is this a safety concern, but due to the vital 
cargo Groendyke delivers, commerce could be 
jeopardized when goods are not being circulated. 
Motorists will also feel the effects when products 
such as gas, jet fuel, and diesel are not moving 
swiftly throughout our economy. 

Funding is at the core of the issue. Currently 
the Oklahoma fuel tax is 14 cents per gallon, 
and our state diesel tax is 17 cents. One cent 
of each of these taxes goes to the Oklahoma 
Corporation Commission for the LUST fund 
(Leaking Underground Storage Tank fund). About 
66% of this tax goes to Oklahoma Department 

Groendyke Transport 
Six-time Heil Award Winner
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of Transportation (ODOT) for state and federal 
highway repairs. Nearly 33% goes to counties and 
cities for highway and bridge repair. 

Federal gasoline tax is 18.4 cents, and diesel tax is 
24.4 cents. 83 to 87% of this goes to the Highway 
Trust Fund for redistribution to the states to 
perform highway maintenance. 11 to 15% goes into 
the federal mass transit account. 1% goes into the 
federal LUST fund. Out of the mass transit fund, 
states may receive funding for various projects 
including bike and recreational paths. The LUST 
fund helps states clean up old, underground storage 
tanks.

Leaders of the trucking industry have proposed that 
with a very modest earmarked fuel tax increase, 
highways and roadways can be greatly improved. 
The only way that this increase will create spending 
for state transportation agencies, and create buy-in 
with the motoring public and the trucking industry, 
is if all of the fuel tax would be dedicated to 
highway repair and upgrades. Other requirements 
may need to be added to ensure that these funds 
stay earmarked for this purpose, and at a balanced 
rate to reflect inflation, prioritization, and changing 
transportation modality and corridors. 

A byproduct of improvements to our roadways 
will be construction, creating a hazard for both 
the motoring public and the trucking industry. 
Construction projects must be carefully coordinated 
throughout the state and efficiently carried out. 
Awareness campaigns and education of safe driving 
techniques can also lessen the probability of 
accidents in and out of construction zones, and help 
create a circle of trust between state agencies and 
the motoring public. The trucking industry has long 
voiced concerns for the driving tendencies of the 
motoring public among large trucks. An expanded 
partnership could be forged between the Industry 
and state agencies to educate the public on safer 
driving techniques for all drivers to ensure safe 
coexistence between the big rigs and the motoring 
public. 

The infrastructure of our Oklahoma roadways 
can be improved by a minimal fuel tax increase, 
with specific criteria to ensure its success. A 
concentrated effort to educate our motoring 
public will be necessary to allay some of the 
frustrations brought on by construction on our 
roadways. Oklahoma has the distinct opportunity to 
become a leader and example for a country whose 
infrastructure needs are long overdue for attention. 
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Editors Note
Two terms used to summarize bridge deficiencies are “structurally deficient” and “functionally 
obsolete.”  Functionally obsolete is not good; structurally deficient is worse than that.

Federal Definitions (http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policy/2010cpr/execsum.htm#c3h)
Structural deficiencies are characterized by deteriorated conditions of significant bridge elements 
and potentially reduced load-carrying capacity. A “structurally deficient” designation does not 
imply that a bridge is unsafe, but such bridges typically require significant maintenance and 
repair to remain in service, and would eventually require major rehabilitation or replacement to 
address the underlying deficiency. 

A bridge is considered “functionally obsolete” when it does not meet current design standards 
(for criteria such as lane width), either because the volume of traffic carried by the bridge 
exceeds the level anticipated when the bridge was constructed and/or the relevant design 
standards have been revised. Addressing functional deficiencies may require the widening 
or replacement of the structure. Rural bridges tend to have a higher percentage of structural 
deficiencies, while urban bridges have a higher incidence of functional obsolescence due to 
rising traffic volumes.

The share of total bridges classified as deficient (meaning the share of bridges classified 
as either structurally deficient or functionally obsolete) fell from 30.1 percent in 2001 to 
26.5 percent in 2009. The share of NHS bridges classified as deficient fell from 23.3 percent in 
2001 to 21.9 percent in 2009; this reduction was split evenly between structurally deficient and 
functionally obsolete bridges.

Deficient Bridges in America 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2012
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Map of Rural America’s Worst Bridges
Two-thirds of the highway bridges found to be “structurally deficient”  
are found in rural counties.  Source: Federal Highway Administration

Under 1% deficient 

Between 1-8% deficient 

Between 8-11% deficient 

Between 11-20% deficient 

Over 20% deficient

Deficient Bridges in Rural America 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2012
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Deficient Bridges by State 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2012

 Total Structurally Functionally
State	 	Bridges	 Deficient	 Obsolete
Texas 52,260 1,372 8,680
Pennsylvania 22,669 5,540 4,370
California 24,812 2,978 4,178
OKLAHOMA	 23,781	 5,382	 1,604
Missouri 24,334 3,528 3,365
New York 17,420 2,169 4,718
Ohio 27,045 2,462 4,311
Iowa 24,496 5,193 1,282
North Carolina 18,165 2,192 3,296
Kansas 25,176 2,658 1,959
   
Kentucky 14,031 1,244 3,219
Illinois 26,514 2,311 1,976
Indiana 18,789 2,036 2,188
Tennessee 19,985 1,195 2,669
Nebraska 15,393 2,779 1,058
Louisiana 13,175 1,783 2,032
Mississippi 17,061 2,417 1,357
Virginia 13,769 1,250 2,421
Alabama 16,070 1,448 2,205
Michigan 11,000 1,354 1,672
   
Arkansas 12,696 898 2,031
Georgia 14,739 878 1,871
Massachusetts 5,120 493 2,214
West Virginia 7,093 952 1,595
New Jersey 6,554 651 1,717
Washington 7,840 366 1,693
Florida 11,982 262 1,764
South Carolina 9,271 1,141 840
Wisconsin 14,057 1,157 779
Oregon 7,633 433 1,341
   
Minnesota 13,121 1,190 423
Connecticut 4,208 406 1,070
Colorado 8,591 566 907
Maryland 5,294 368 1,099
South Dakota 5,870 1,208 237
Puerto Rico 2,248 282 932
North Dakota 4,453 746 247
Arizona 7,835 247 721
Vermont 2,727 288 643
Montana 5,120 399 509
   
Idaho 4,214 397 440
New Hampshire 2,429 362 445
Maine 2,408 356 436
Wyoming 3,101 426 287
New Mexico 3,924 307 350
Hawaii 1,131 146 359
Utah 2,947 126 343
Rhode Island 757 156 255
Alaska 1,173 128 147
Nevada 1,798 40 216
District of Columbia 239 30 155
Delaware 862 53 122
TOTALS	 607,380	 66,749	 84,748

 Structurally Functionally Total
State	 Deficient	 Obsolete	 Deficient
District of Columbia 13% 65% 77%
Rhode Island 21% 34% 54%
Puerto Rico 13% 41% 54%
Massachusetts 10% 43% 53%
Hawaii 13% 32% 45%
Pennsylvania 24% 19% 44%
New York 12% 27% 40%
New Jersey 10% 26% 36%
West Virginia 13% 22% 36%
Connecticut 10% 25% 35%

Vermont 11% 24% 34%
New Hampshire 15% 18% 33%
Maine 15% 18% 33%
Kentucky 9% 23% 32%
North Carolina 12% 18% 30%
OKLAHOMA	 23%	 7%	 29%
Louisiana 14% 15% 29%
California 12% 17% 29%
Missouri 14% 14% 28%
Maryland 7% 21% 28%

Michigan 12% 15% 28%
Virginia 9% 18% 27%
Iowa 21% 5% 26%
Washington 5% 22% 26%
Ohio 9% 16% 25%
Nebraska 18% 7% 25%
South Dakota 21% 4% 25%
Alaska 11% 13% 23%
Oregon 6% 18% 23%
Arkansas 7% 16% 23%

Wyoming 14% 9% 23%
Alabama 9% 14% 23%
Indiana 11% 12% 22%
North Dakota 17% 6% 22%
Mississippi 14% 8% 22%
South Carolina 12% 9% 21%
Delaware 6% 14% 20%
Idaho 9% 10% 20%
Tennessee 6% 13% 19%
Texas 3% 17% 19%

Georgia 6% 13% 19%
Kansas 11% 8% 18%
Montana 8% 10% 18%
Colorado 7% 11% 17%
Florida 2% 15% 17%
New Mexico 8% 9% 17%
Illinois 9% 7% 16%
Utah 4% 12% 16%
Nevada 2% 12% 14%
Wisconsin 8% 6% 14%
Arizona 3% 9% 12%
Minnesota 9% 3% 12%
TOTALS	 11%	 14%	 25%

arrayed	by	number	of	deficient	bridges arrayed	by	percentage	of	deficient	bridges
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 Total Structurally Functionally Structurally Functionally Total
	 Bridges	 Deficient	 Obsolete	 Deficient	 Obsolete	 Deficient
Alabama 16,070 1,448 2,205 9% 14% 23%
Alaska 1,173 128 147 11% 13% 23%
Arizona 7,835 247 721 3% 9% 12%
Arkansas 12,696 898 2,031 7% 16% 23%
California 24,812 2,978 4,178 12% 17% 29%
Colorado 8,591 566 907 7% 11% 17%
Connecticut 4,208 406 1,070 10% 25% 35%
Delaware 862 53 122 6% 14% 20%
District of Columbia 239 30 155 13% 65% 77%
Florida 11,982 262 1,764 2% 15% 17%

Georgia 14,739 878 1,871 6% 13% 19%
Hawaii 1,131 146 359 13% 32% 45%
Idaho 4,214 397 440 9% 10% 20%
Illinois 26,514 2,311 1,976 9% 7% 16%
Indiana 18,789 2,036 2,188 11% 12% 22%
Iowa 24,496 5,193 1,282 21% 5% 26%
Kansas 25,176 2,658 1,959 11% 8% 18%
Kentucky 14,031 1,244 3,219 9% 23% 32%
Louisiana 13,175 1,783 2,032 14% 15% 29%
Maine 2,408 356 436 15% 18% 33%

Maryland 5,294 368 1,099 7% 21% 28%
Massachusetts 5,120 493 2,214 10% 43% 53%
Michigan 11,000 1,354 1,672 12% 15% 28%
Minnesota 13,121 1,190 423 9% 3% 12%
Mississippi 17,061 2,417 1,357 14% 8% 22%
Missouri 24,334 3,528 3,365 14% 14% 28%
Montana 5,120 399 509 8% 10% 18%
Nebraska 15,393 2,779 1,058 18% 7% 25%
Nevada 1,798 40 216 2% 12% 14%
New Hampshire 2,429 362 445 15% 18% 33%

New Jersey 6,554 651 1,717 10% 26% 36%
New Mexico 3,924 307 350 8% 9% 17%
New York 17,420 2,169 4,718 12% 27% 40%
North Carolina 18,165 2,192 3,296 12% 18% 30%
North Dakota 4,453 746 247 17% 6% 22%
Ohio 27,045 2,462 4,311 9% 16% 25%
OKLAHOMA	 23,781	 5,382	 1,604	 23%	 7%	 29%
Oregon 7,633 433 1,341 6% 18% 23%
Pennsylvania 22,669 5,540 4,370 24% 19% 44%
Puerto Rico 2,248 282 932 13% 41% 54%

Rhode Island 757 156 255 21% 34% 54%
South Carolina 9,271 1,141 840 12% 9% 21%
South Dakota 5,870 1,208 237 21% 4% 25%
Tennessee 19,985 1,195 2,669 6% 13% 19%
Texas 52,260 1,372 8,680 3% 17% 19%
Utah 2,947 126 343 4% 12% 16%
Vermont 2,727 288 643 11% 24% 34%
Virginia 13,769 1,250 2,421 9% 18% 27%
Washington 7,840 366 1,693 5% 22% 26%
West Virginia 7,093 952 1,595 13% 22% 36%
Wisconsin 14,057 1,157 779 8% 6% 14%
Wyoming 3,101 426 287 14% 9% 23%
TOTALS	 607,380	 66,749	 84,748	 11%	 14%	 25%

Deficient Bridges by State 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2009

states	arrayed	alphabetically
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Adair 142 26 9 18% 6% 25%
Alfalfa 400 130 13 33% 3% 36%
Atoka 279 70 13 25% 5% 30%
Beaver 222 68 0 31% 0% 31%
Beckham 320 23 24 7% 8% 15%

Blaine 294 68 15 23% 5% 28%
Bryan 274 38 34 14% 12% 26%
Caddo 481 104 14 22% 3% 25%
Canadian 455 67 37 15% 8% 23%
Carter 332 35 11 11% 3% 14%

Cherokee 199 14 19 7% 10% 17%
Choctaw 231 38 13 16% 6% 22%
Cimarron 91 11 0 12% 0% 12%
Cleveland 307 39 38 13% 12% 25%
Coal 147 23 2 16% 1% 17%

Comanche 565 75 58 13% 10% 24%
Cotton 220 33 13 15% 6% 21%
Craig 181 55 11 30% 6% 36%
Creek 423 170 27 40% 6% 47%
Custer 415 52 32 13% 8% 20%

Delaware 161 43 5 27% 3% 30%
Dewey 178 20 6 11% 3% 15%
Ellis 153 18 0 12% 0% 12%
Garfield	 585	 204	 15	 35%	 3%	 37%
Garvin 411 122 15 30% 4% 33%

Grady 475 75 30 16% 6% 22%
Grant 516 250 8 48% 2% 50%
Greer 231 17 0 7% 0% 7%
Harmon 109 9 1 8% 1% 9%
Harper 135 28 0 21% 0% 21%

Haskell 155 55 2 35% 1% 37%
Hughes 224 61 14 27% 6% 33%
Jackson 308 47 7 15% 2% 18%
Jefferson 151 34 4 23% 3% 25%
Johnston 154 32 14 21% 9% 30%

Kay 418 129 20 31% 5% 36%
Kingfisher	 339	 134	 11	 40%	 3%	 43%
Kiowa 473 60 13 13% 3% 15%
Latimer 194 26 33 13% 17% 30% 
Le Flore 477 100 28 21% 6% 27%

Deficient Bridges in Oklahoma by County 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2009

arrayed	in	alphabetical	order	by	county

 Total Structurally Functionally   
	 Bridges	 Deficient	(SD)	 Obsolete	(FO)	 SD	 FO	 Total
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Lincoln 511 212 41 41% 8% 50%
Logan 313 132 18 42% 6% 48%
Love 131 8 8 6% 6% 12%
McClain 262 61 25 23% 10% 33%
McCurtain 270 43 21 16% 8% 24%

McIntosh 204 30 22 15% 11% 25%
Major 275 61 2 22% 1% 23%
Marshall 77 5 4 6% 5% 12%
Mayes 224 48 20 21% 9% 30%
Murray 120 10 6 8% 5% 13%

Muskogee 395 121 35 31% 9% 39%
Noble 345 72 43 21% 12% 33%
Nowata 121 36 5 30% 4% 34%
Okfuskee 228 72 16 32% 7% 39%
Oklahoma 1,150 122 161 11% 14% 25%

Okmulgee 319 106 24 33% 8% 41%
Osage 365 122 29 33% 8% 41%
Ottawa 269 84 27 31% 10% 41%
Pawnee 195 74 28 38% 14% 52%
Payne 401 123 26 31% 6% 37%

Pittsburg 423 63 31 15% 7% 22%
Pontotoc 267 59 21 22% 8% 30%
Pottawatomie 481 137 32 28% 7% 35%
Pushmataha 242 28 14 12% 6% 17%
Roger Mills 153 14 1 9% 1% 10%

Rogers 269 69 27 26% 10% 36%
Seminole 336 109 21 32% 6% 39%
Sequoyah 264 46 31 17% 12% 29%
Stephens 398 87 37 22% 9% 31%
Texas 121 19 0 16% 0% 16%

Tillman 294 27 10 9% 3% 13%
Tulsa 1,036 206 118 20% 11% 31%
Wagoner 246 27 33 11% 13% 24%
Washington 206 28 13 14% 6% 20%
Washita 452 107 51 24% 11% 35%

Woods 324 59 4 18% 1% 19%
Woodward 200 56 1 28% 1% 29%
 

Statewide	 23,712	 5,286	 1,615	 22%	 7%	 29%

Deficient Bridges in Oklahoma by County 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2009

arrayed	in	alphabetical	order	by	county

 Total Structurally Functionally   
	 Bridges	 Deficient	(SD)	 Obsolete	(FO)	 SD	 FO	 Total
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Pawnee 195 74 28 38% 14% 52%
Grant 516 250 8 48% 2% 50%
Lincoln 511 212 41 41% 8% 50%
Logan 313 132 18 42% 6% 48%
Creek 423 170 27 40% 6% 47%

Kingfisher	 339	 134	 11	 40%	 3%	 43%
Osage 365 122 29 33% 8% 41%
Ottawa 269 84 27 31% 10% 41%
Okmulgee 319 106 24 33% 8% 41%
Muskogee 395 121 35 31% 9% 39%

Seminole 336 109 21 32% 6% 39%
Okfuskee 228 72 16 32% 7% 39%
Garfield	 585	 204	 15	 35%	 3%	 37%
Payne 401 123 26 31% 6% 37%
Haskell 155 55 2 35% 1% 37%

Craig 181 55 11 30% 6% 36%
Alfalfa 400 130 13 33% 3% 36%
Rogers 269 69 27 26% 10% 36%
Kay 418 129 20 31% 5% 36%
Pottawatomie 481 137 32 28% 7% 35%

Washita 452 107 51 24% 11% 35%
Nowata 121 36 5 30% 4% 34%
Hughes 224 61 14 27% 6% 33%
Garvin 411 122 15 30% 4% 33%
Noble 345 72 43 21% 12% 33%

McClain 262 61 25 23% 10% 33%
Tulsa 1,036 206 118 20% 11% 31%
Stephens 398 87 37 22% 9% 31%
Beaver 222 68 0 31% 0% 31%
Latimer 194 26 33 13% 17% 30%

Mayes 224 48 20 21% 9% 30%
Pontotoc 267 59 21 22% 8% 30%
Johnston 154 32 14 21% 9% 30%
Delaware 161 43 5 27% 3% 30%
Atoka 279 70 13 25% 5% 30%

Sequoyah 264 46 31 17% 12% 29%
Woodward 200 56 1 28% 1% 29%
Blaine 294 68 15 23% 5% 28%
Le Flore 477 100 28 21% 6% 27%
Bryan 274 38 34 14% 12% 26%

Deficient Bridges in Oklahoma, by County Percentage 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2009

arrayed	in	descending	order	by	percentage	of	deficient	bridges

 Total Structurally Functionally   
	 Bridges	 Deficient	(SD)	 Obsolete	(FO)	 SD	 FO	 Total
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McIntosh 204 30 22 15% 11% 25%
Jefferson 151 34 4 23% 3% 25%
Cleveland 307 39 38 13% 12% 25%
Adair 142 26 9 18% 6% 25%
Oklahoma 1,150 122 161 11% 14% 25%

Caddo 481 104 14 22% 3% 25%
Wagoner 246 27 33 11% 13% 24%
McCurtain 270 43 21 16% 8% 24%
Comanche 565 75 58 13% 10% 24%
Major 275 61 2 22% 1% 23%

Canadian 455 67 37 15% 8% 23%
Pittsburg 423 63 31 15% 7% 22%
Grady 475 75 30 16% 6% 22%
Choctaw 231 38 13 16% 6% 22%
Cotton 220 33 13 15% 6% 21%

Harper 135 28 0 21% 0% 21%
Custer 415 52 32 13% 8% 20%
Washington 206 28 13 14% 6% 20%
Woods 324 59 4 18% 1% 19%
Jackson 308 47 7 15% 2% 18%

Pushmataha 242 28 14 12% 6% 17%
Coal 147 23 2 16% 1% 17%
Cherokee 199 14 19 7% 10% 17%
Texas 121 19 0 16% 0% 16%
Kiowa 473 60 13 13% 3% 15%

Beckham 320 23 24 7% 8% 15%
Dewey 178 20 6 11% 3% 15%
Carter 332 35 11 11% 3% 14%
Murray 120 10 6 8% 5% 13%
Tillman 294 27 10 9% 3% 13%

Love 131 8 8 6% 6% 12%
Cimarron 91 11 0 12% 0% 12%
Ellis 153 18 0 12% 0% 12%
Marshall 77 5 4 6% 5% 12%
Roger Mills 153 14 1 9% 1% 10%

Harmon 109 9 1 8% 1% 9%
Greer 231 17 0 7% 0% 7%

Statewide	 23,712	 5,286	 1,615	 22%	 7%	 29%

Deficient Bridges in Oklahoma, by County Percentage 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2009

arrayed	in	descending	order	by	percentage	of	deficient	bridges

 Total Structurally Functionally   
	 Bridges	 Deficient	(SD)	 Obsolete	(FO)	 SD	 FO	 Total
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Aging Pipelines
Elizabeth Shogren, National Public Radio, April 4, 2013

Amber Bartlett was waiting last Friday for her kids 
to come home from school. One of them called 
from the entrance to the upscale subdivision near 
Little Rock, Ark., to tell her the community was 
being evacuated because of an oil spill. Bartlett was 
amazed by what she saw out her front door.

“I mean, just rolling oil. I mean, it was like a river,” 
she says. “It had little waves in it.”
ExxonMobil, the company that runs the pipeline, 
says it has collected hundreds of thousands 
of gallons of oil and water from Bartlett’s 
neighborhood.

Bartlett says things could have been much worse. 
Her children’s baby-sitter lives in the house closest 
to where the pipeline burst.

“They play right there every day where it busted,” 
she says. “We are fortunate our babies were not out 
there during that time.”

Bartlett says ExxonMobil has paid hotel bills, fed 
families and even given children Easter baskets.

“I’m upset,” she says. “But accidents happen.”

‘It Is Catastrophic’

It’s not yet clear what caused the spill. Exxon’s 
Pegasus pipeline is 65 years old. It runs 858 miles 

from Illinois to Texas. It was adapted a few years 
ago to increase its capacity by 50 percent.
Arkansas Attorney General Dustin McDaniel, who 
is investigating the spill, visited the subdivision 
Wednesday.

“I have been reminded by Exxon’s representatives 
that this is a relatively small spill and cleanup is 
going just great,” he said. “I hope that they realize 
that to the homeowners in this area, it is not small 
— it is catastrophic.”

McDaniel said he knows underground pipelines 
are essential to keeping the country’s economy 
going. They carry fuel for cars, airplanes and home 
furnaces.

“We got to have that, but it has to be maintained,” 
he said. “It has to be inspected.” 

McDaniel said Exxon has repeatedly told him that 
inspections were up to date and showed no cause 
for concern. He said the spill raises questions about 
whether the inspection process for aging pipelines 
is adequate.

Oil covers the ground around a slide in Mayflower, Ark., on 
April 1, days after a pipeline ruptured and spewed oil over 
lawns and roadways. Jeannie Nuss/AP

Spilled crude oil is seen in a drainage ditch near evacuated 
homes near Starlite Road in Mayflower, Ark., on March 31. An 
Exxon Mobil pipeline carrying Canadian crude oil was shut off 
after it ruptured March 29, causing an evacuation of 22 homes. 
Jacob Slaton/Reuters/Landov
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In fact, more than half of the nation’s pipelines 
were built before 1970. More than 2.5 million 
miles of pipelines run underground throughout 
the country. According to federal statistics, they 
have on average 280 significant spills a year. 
Most of these accidents aren’t big enough to make 
headlines.

Accidents Preventable?

The National Transportation Safety Board has 
investigated 20 pipeline accidents since 2000. 
Debbie Hersman, who heads the agency, says by 
and large the system is safe.

“But that still doesn’t mean that we should accept 
these accidents when they occur,” she says. 
“Particularly if you can demonstrate that they are 
preventable. And I will tell you, 100 percent of the 
accidents that we’ve investigated were completely 
preventable.”

Hersman says her investigators repeatedly find 
the same problems — for example, cracks and 
corrosion that were discovered by inspections but 
never fixed.

“If companies invest in safety, we can get to zero 
accidents in the pipeline industry,” she says.
John Stoody, director for government and public 

Major Pipelines in the U.S.  
Source: Petroleum GeoGraphics Corp. Credit: Alyson Hurt/NPR

relations at the Association of Oil Pipe Lines, 
stresses that pipelines’ safety record is getting 
better.

“We spend over a billion dollars every year 
inspecting the pipelines, checking them for any 
issues, performing maintenance on them as they’re 
needed,” he says. “And it’s something we care a lot 
about. We certainly want to have as few incidents 
as possible.”

Stoody says pipelines are the safest way to 
transport the fuel people need for their daily lives. 
He notes that 99.995 percent of petroleum barrels 
reach their destination safely. 

But Anthony Swift, an attorney for the 
environmental group Natural Resources Defense 
Counsel, says that’s “not a particularly comforting 
statistic if you look at the sheer amount of crude oil 
spilled.”

Federal data show that on average over the past 
decade, nearly 3.5 million gallons of oil spilled 
from pipelines each year.

Swift says the spill in Arkansas sends a wake-up 
call: It’s a reminder of the real risks of an aging 
pipeline system.
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Magellan Midstream 
Partners, L. P. is a 
Delaware limited 
partnership, formed in 
August, 2000, which 
is traded on the New 
York Stock Exchange 
under the ticker symbol 
“MMP”.   We are 
principally engaged in the transportation, storage 
and distribution of petroleum products and crude 
oil. Our asset portfolio consists of:  

• Refined petroleum products pipeline system that 
includes approximately 8,800 miles of pipeline 
and 49 terminals. It is the longest common carrier 
pipeline for refined products and LPGs in the 
U.S. It covers a 14-state area, extending from 
the Gulf Coast refining region across Texas and 
through the Midwest to Colorado, North Dakota, 
Minnesota, Wisconsin and Illinois;   

• 27 independent refined petroleum products 
terminals which are located primarily in the 
southeastern U.S. and connected to third-party 
common carrier interstate pipelines;    

• five marine refined petroleum product storage 
terminals located along coastal waterways;   

• 800 miles of crude oil pipelines and 
approximately 15 million barrels of crude oil 
storage   

• 1,100-mile ammonia pipeline system that 
transports ammonia from production facilities 
in Texas and Oklahoma to six terminals in 
agricultural markets in the Midwest.     

The petroleum products transported, stored and 
distributed through our system include refined 
petroleum products such as gasoline, diesel fuel, 

aviation fuel, kerosene 
and heating oil; liquefied 
petroleum gases such 
as butane and propane; 
blendstocks; heavy 
oils and feedstocks; 
and crude oil which is 
used as feedstock by 
refineries. We also store 

and blend biofuels such as ethanol and biodiesel 
which are increasingly required by government 
mandates.   

The U.S. petroleum products transportation and 
distribution system links oil refineries to end-users 
of gasoline and other petroleum products. This 
system is comprised of a network of pipelines, 
terminals, storage facilities, tankers, barges, railcars 
and trucks. Pipelines are by far the safest and most 
environmentally friendly method of transporting 
refined petroleum products and crude oil.  

Magellan’s assets in Oklahoma include nearly 
1,500 miles of pipeline as well as refined petroleum 
products terminals in Oklahoma City, Tulsa, Enid 
and Wynnewood.  

In addition we own and operate twelve million 
barrels of crude oil storage at Cushing, OK. The 
facility primarily receives and distributes crude oil 
via the multiple common carrier pipelines as well 
from pipeline connections with neighboring crude 
oil terminals.   

Federal Issue – Master Limited Partnership 
Taxation – Magellan Midstream Partners and many 
other leading energy infrastructure companies are 
structured as Master limited partnerships  (MLPs). 
Our industry is working to ensure this important 
tax structure remains in place as Congress 
deliberates potential changes to business and 
personal taxation.   

An Oklahoma Pipeline Enterprise
Bruce Heine, Director, Government Affairs, Magellan Midstream Partners, Tulsa
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Background - MLPs are businesses that are 
primarily engaged in midstream energy activities 
(pipelines, storage, processing, terminal facilities, 
etc.). The structure – narrowly defined by Congress 
in 1987 – enables qualifying businesses to raise 
capital from a broad base of investors by utilizing 
public equity markets and to organize as a pass-
through tax entity.  

In the context of tax reform, it is critical that 
lawmakers recognize that one of the most 
important objectives for a pro-growth, pro-jobs 
tax system should be to help fulfill America’s 
transformational energy future. MLPs do just that, 
and have done so for more than 25 years now.  

MLPs are now an integral way our nation’s private 
sector finances the expansive infrastructure needed 
to fully realize the benefits of our newly discovered 
domestic energy resources – leading to greater 
energy independence for the United States – and 
to ensure that a wide variety of energy products 
make their way efficiently and safely from the 
production fields to American homes, businesses, 
and communities. Furthermore, MLPs:  

1. Help grow the economy – MLPs contribute 
enormous value to the U.S. economy by investing 
billions in our energy infrastructure, supporting 
hundreds of thousands of quality jobs, and 
providing a reliable income stream for millions of 
primarily fixed income investors:   

• The current total market capital of MLPs is 
approximately $445 billion, of which just under 
$400 billion is in the natural resource sector.    

• A National Association of Publicly Traded 
Partnership (NAPTP) study found that midstream 
energy MLPs support approximately 323,000 
U.S. jobs as of 2012, both directly and through 
supply chain linkage, and will pay cumulative 
wages totaling $147 billion over the next five 
years.   

2. Make the tax code fairer - MLPs provide 
businesses that had traditionally operated in 
partnership form with the ability to raise capital 
from individual investors who could not afford 
the sizeable, illiquid, investment demanded by 
non-traded partnerships. By creating partnership 
investments that come in affordable units (the 
term for an ownership interest in an MLP) that are 
liquid, MLPs allow smaller investors to invest in 
energy and real estate development while providing 
these industries with a valuable new source of 
capital:   

• According to NAPTP surveys, the majority of 
MLP investors - up to 80 percent - are individual 
retail investors. Many are seniors--roughly 75 
percent are over the age of 50.    

• Section 7704 of the Internal Revenue Code 
properly limits pass-through tax treatment to 
publicly traded partnerships receiving at least 
90% of their gross income from a narrow    range 
of business activities, primarily those related to 
natural resources, or passive income sources such 
as interest and dividends.    

3. Effectively promote other important 
policy objectives - MLPs operate in every state 
with many domiciled in Oklahoma. MLPs are 
producing, processing, transporting, storing, and 
distributing energy products to meet the country’s 
growing demands. And to the extent that the 
vitality of our economy depends on the free flow 
of energy supplies, MLPs are a catalyst for growth, 
investment and job creation:  
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• Pipelines carry by far the largest burden in the 
transportation of energy products across long 
distances; pipelines transport 60-70% of oil 
shipments and essentially all natural gas in the 
U.S.    

• It is estimated that over a 25 year period (2011-
2035), $251 billion will be needed in natural gas, 
NGL, oil pipelines and related infrastructure. 
Those investments are being made by MLPs.    

• Since 2007 MLPs have invested approximately 
$113 billion in energy infrastructure.   

As the tax reform debate evolves, we believe 
MLPs should continue to be taxed as partnerships.  
Congress determined that while MLPs were 
not appropriate for all industries, those that had 
traditionally raised capital through partnerships - in 
particular the energy industry, which is vital to our 
country’s well-being - should continue to attract 
capital through the use of MLPs.  

And while MLPs are formed for a number of 
reasons, it is the pass-through tax treatment 
that makes the MLP structure such an effective 
vehicle for energy infrastructure investment. Pass-
through taxation lowers the cost of capital for a 
capital-intensive industry and provides ordinary 
investors with a reliable income source in return for 
participating in the build-out of America’s energy 
infrastructure.  

Any tax reform effort that would eliminate the 
pass-through tax treatment of MLPs would 
significantly and adversely impact future 
investment in our nation’s energy infrastructure 
and send a negative ripple effect throughout our 
economy due to higher energy costs, major job 
loss, and the devaluation of billions in assets with 
one stroke of the pen.  

The MLP provision in the tax code have worked 
as intended and represent a key success in terms of 
economically sound tax policy. This tax provision 
should be seen as a cornerstone on which to build 

a 21st century tax code that will last well into the 
future.   

The support from the Oklahoma Academy on this 
matter is important and we urge the Academy 
to share the support with our Congressional 
delegation.    

State Issue – “One-Call” Program Modifications 
– Third party damage is a leading cause of pipeline 
failures in the United States. Every state including 
Oklahoma has a damage prevention program 
designed to promote pipeline safety. Oklahoma’s 
damage prevention program is called  “Okie-One-
Call”. Generally, contractors, excavators, state 
agencies, ranchers and homeowners should call 
811 before they conduct any excavation or digging 
activities.  

Congress has taken action through the Pipeline 
Safety Act to ensure states have an adequate one-
call enforcement program. The US Department 
of Transportation (Pipeline Hazardous Materials 
Safety Administration – PHMSA) is developing 
rules for the statute. If a state provides exemptions 
for certain special interests from contacting the 
one call center, the exemption must be justified or 
certain federal funding to the respective state would 
be eliminated.  

The Okie-One-Call program provides certain 
exemptions from the one-call program. For 
example, the law states “Notwithstanding anything 
which may be contained in this act to the contrary, 
public agencies and their contractors engaged in 
work within the public right-of-way which work 
is a pre-engineered project, certified project or 
routine maintenance shall be exempt from the 
provisions of this act.”  

Governor Fallin has recently created a one-call 
taskforce. We do not believe there should be any 
exemptions from the requirement to call before you 
dig. We would encourage the Oklahoma Academy 
to support this recommendation as we all work to 
promote pipeline safety.       
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Arkansas River Navigation System 
Ted Coombes, Chairman, ODOT Waterways Advisory Board, Ketchum

The McClellan-Kerr Arkansas River Navigation 
System (MKARNS) was dedicated by President 
Nixon in 1971 after being funded by Congress at a 
cost of $1.2 billion.  It is named after U. S. Sena-
tors John L. McClellan and Robert S. Kerr from 
Arkansas and Oklahoma, respectively, after their 
vision became a reality.  

There are a total of 18 locks and dams enabling 
tows to traverse the 445 mile trip by raising the 
tows a total of 420’ to meet the total change in 
elevation going upstream and lowering the tows 
going downstream through these locks.  The dams 
provide one of the benefits of the system by pre-
venting flood damage that is estimated at a savings 
to Oklahoma of $165.5 million.  The other benefits 
of the MKARNS include water supply, hydropower 
generation, recreation, fish and wildlife conserva-
tion and, most importantly, navigation.  Trans-
porting by barge is the most economical, safe and 
environmentally friendly way of shipping cargo.

The MKARNS is made up of three rivers begin-
ning with the Verdigris River at the head of navi-
gation at the Port of Catoosa, where it joins the 
Arkansas River at the Port of Muskogee then meets 
up with the White River at Pendleton, Arkansas, 
before emptying into the Mississippi River.   

The channel is currently navigable at a 9’ draft; 
however, Congress authorized the channel at 12’ 
without appropriating funds.  The Corps of Engi-
neers interprets this as 
a “new start” for con-
struction and with the 
current moratorium on 
earmarks, the dredging 
for the additional 3’ has 
not occurred.  The 12’ 
draft would allow more 
weight to be placed on 
the barges lowering 
shipping costs that are 

ultimately paid by the consumer, as well as mak-
ing us more competitive with other inland rivers 
in transporting commodities through the heartland 
and bringing economic growth to the region.  

The average tonnage being transported on the 
Oklahoma segment is 5.75 million tons (valued at 
$2.1 billion), which equates to 230,000 fewer semis 
traveling on Oklahoma’s highways, interstates and 
bridges.  The system as a whole has an average of 
11.7 million tons (valued at $3.7 billion), which 
equates to 468,000 fewer semis.  Private invest-
ments in the system exceed $5 billion in Oklahoma.

There are two hydropower plants with a total of 
seven power generating units on the MKARNS in 
Oklahoma benefiting approximately 636,500 end 
users that provide clean energy.  A portion of the 
revenues is applied to the O & M and construc-
tion costs of these projects and the rest is deposited 
into the U.S. Treasury.  Over 7,500 jobs have been 
created in Oklahoma from industries using the 
MKARNS .

There is a backlog of critical maintenance of about 
$100 million needed on the 100% federally funded 
navigation features of the system.  The Corps of 
Engineers is responsible for the operation and 
maintenance of the system and defines “critical 
maintenance” projects as having a 50% or greater 
probability of failure within the next 5 years.  The 
funding has not kept up with the demand over the 

years with the increas-
ing wear and tear on 
the locks that are now 
over 40 years old.  With 
decreased federal fund-
ing, there have been 
discussions regarding 
contributions from the 
stakeholders, not only 
with funds, but other 
shared resources includ-
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ing equipment, labor and 
materials. The current 
President has proposed 
charging a lockage fee 
per barge, but the inland 
waterways industry is 
adamantly opposed to 
this proposition.  In-
stead, the industry has 
requested that the diesel 
fuel tax be increased 
from $0.20 cents per 
gallon to $0.26 - $0.29 
cents.  For navigation systems like the MKARNS, 
lockage fees would be detrimental with 18 locks on 
the system.  The tax increase is one of the more eq-
uitable means of distributing the burden of address-
ing the backlog of critical maintenance on inland 
waterway infrastructure, but Congress is hesitant 
to increase taxes, even when  the industry that 
would  incur the additional taxes are the individuals 
requesting them.

Another priority for the navigation system is to 
upgrade Oklahoma’s locks with tow haulage equip-
ment.  All 13 of Arkansas’ locks are equipped with 
this feature.  Because there is only enough room 
for eight barges and a towboat in a lock chamber, if 
more than eight barges are being pushed in the tow, 
the captain has to separate the tow to push the first 
eight barges and lock through, turn around and lock 
the towboat through to pick up the remainder of the 
tow and lock through again.  Without tow haulage, 
the lock time is doubled for tows of 9 – 17 barges.

The Port of Catoosa and the Port of Muskogee are 
the two public ports on the Oklahoma segment 
of the system.  They both have rail access in and 
out of their industrial parks where industries lease 
property from the ports and ship liquid and bulk 
materials and project cargo from across the globe.  
Both public ports have designated Foreign Trade 
Zones and have served over 44 countries.  John-
ston’s Port 33 is the largest private port located 13 
river miles downstream from the Port of Catoosa.  
The other ports and terminals in Oklahoma include 
Consolidated Grain and Barge located at the Port of 

Dunkin, Johnston’s Port 
33, and Webbers Falls; 
Frontier Terminal and 
Georgia Pacific, LLC, 
located downstream 
from the Port of Musk-
ogee, and Livestock 
Nutrition at the Port of 
Keota.  The main com-
modities being shipped 
include:  iron and steel, 
chemical fertilizer, other 
chemicals, petroleum 

products, coal & coke, sand, gravel and rock, 
soybeans,  wheat, other grains, forest products/min-
erals, miscellaneous, farm products/minerals and 
project cargo such as manufacturing equipment or 
machines that are generally too large to ship by rail 
or truck.
 
The MKARNS has been designated the M-40 
Marine Highway.  It is currently designated a “con-
nector” meaning it represents a shorter route that 
serves as a feeder to the larger “corridor” such as 
the Mississippi River.  These designations identify 
routes where water transportation presents an op-
portunity to offer relief to Interstate surface trans-
portation, such as I-40, that currently suffers from 
traffic congestion, excessive air emissions, as well 
as other environmental concerns.

The importance of maintaining this vital infra-
structure to Oklahoma’s economy is undeniable.  
A study is being conducted this year between two 
universities, one from each state.   The study will 
illustrate the economic impact to Oklahoma’s 
and Arkansas’ economy, air quality, rail and road 
congestion, unemployment and what the negative 
impact to roads and bridges that the 468,000 semis 
traversing the state highways and interstates would 
have if the navigation system did not exist, or if a 
critical failure were to occur.  

These are all direct impacts that can easily be 
identified.  However, there are numerous indirect 
impacts that will also be revealed.
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Our Port of Catoosa 
Bob Portiss, Executive Director, Port of Catoosa (OK)

The availability to transport cargo to destinations 
around the world via our navigation system is one 
of Oklahoma’s best assets.  Business is increasing 
and 2012 was a banner year for operations at the 
Tulsa Port of Catoosa.

Despite problems with persistent drought and 
low water conditions on inland river systems 
nationwide throughout much of the year, the 
annual totals for 2012 for cargo through the Port 
still reached record levels, an achievement already 
known by the end of November last year. 

Barge traffic was affected on the McClellan-Kerr 
Arkansas River Navigation System because of 
dredging, lock closures, and other issues mostly 
related to dry weather conditions, primarily those 
affecting Mississippi River flows.

However, the annual shipping total through the Port 
was 2,702,464 tons, easily beating the previous 
record of 2.4 million tons of water-borne cargo set 
in 1998. 

It is an astonishing achievement that the Port was 
able to still handle record amounts of cargo in 2012 
despite the well-known issues that persisted on this 
navigation system and others around the country 
throughout most of the year because of the drought 
and the many problems it has caused.  

This is testament to the fact that new industries and 
shipping companies are finding more and more 
uses for this already extremely versatile and cost-
effective method of shipping cargo, and of course it 
is further proof that the Tulsa Port of Catoosa was 
an extremely wise investment made by the citizens 
of this area more than four decades ago.

There were many other positive milestones in 
2012. In June, the Tulsa Port of Catoosa was 
awarded a $6.4 million matching grant through 
the 2012 Transportation Investment Generating 
Economic Recovery (TIGER) program.  The 
grant funds will cover approximately 48% of a 

rehabilitation project for the Port’s main dock. The 
project encompasses a significant rehabilitation of 
the dock through demolition of an existing obsolete 
transit shed, construction of new concrete surface, 
upgrades to the existing overhead crane, and the 
addition of a second crane on the expanded dock. 

The project will double the Port’s main dock 
capacity, allowing simultaneous handling and 
unloading of multiple barges, and it will improve 
capabilities to handle non-conventional cargo types 
and potentially containerized freight.

The rehabilitation of the main dock at the Port 
will generate substantial, long-term benefits to 
the region and the nation through significantly 
increasing the Port’s overall capacity by creating 
a state-of-the-art cargo  handling facility within 
the current main dock footprint. The Tiger Grant 
will also provide other benefits, including further 
enhancing the Port’s existing status as an inland 
international logistics center.

As a result of the capacity increase provided by the 
main dock rehabilitation project, more than one 
million tons of iron and steel and break bulk cargo 
will be able to be handled per year at the Port. 
These capacity improvements have the potential 
to redirect truck transport traffic -- including 
intermodal shipments -- from a number of Gulf 
ports to inland waterborne traffic routes through the 
Port of New Orleans and subsequently to the Port.

Senator James Inhofe (R-OK) said the grant is an 
important achievement.

 “This will further enhance what is already a 
tremendous asset - the Tulsa Port of Catoosa - and 
will certainly benefit the economy of Oklahoma.  I 
am also proud that it will add further to the legacy 
of visionary people like my father-in-law, the late 
Glade Kirkpatrick, who was not only  a member 
of the Port Authority, but  a long time advocate 
for funding and construction of the international 
waterway we now know as the McClellan-Kerr 
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Arkansas River Navigation System,” said Sen. 
Inhofe. 

The Port has recently signed marketing agreements 
with the Avard (Oklahoma) Regional Rail Park 
Authority and the Kansas Logistics Park in 
Newton, Kansas -- both mutually advantageous 
linkages.  We are the most inland ice-free port in 
the country. Our service area extends far beyond 
northeast Oklahoma.   Many products shipped from 
the Port directly reach western Oklahoma, Kansas, 
Nebraska, the Dakotas, Colorado, and beyond.  

What we are now doing is making our waterway 
more accessible to those regions, and may even be 
able to issue single on-board bills of lading for, as 
an example, grain coming from eastern Colorado, 
shipping on either truck, rail, or barge (once it 
reaches us) for further transfer to any destination 
in the world.   In the meantime, the relationships 
we have already established have been extremely 
productive for both sides, and these ties will 
continue to grow in the years to come.

With those expanded capabilities and traffic, the 
Port will also see the need for more space for 
barges.  Plans are in the works to expand barge 
handling capability through the construction of 
a fleeting area south of the Port. This expanded 
fleeting/barge parking area is critically needed in 
order for the Port to accommodate the inevitable 
increase in barge traffic that is certain to occur 
in future years as we continue our growth and 
development efforts.

A new truck staging area opened at the end of 
the year, an accomplishment that will also help 
alleviate some of the traffic on Port roads.  The 
Port’s three diesel engines now have a new storage 
facility that helps keep protect the Port’s railway 
assets.

The Port’s employment numbers continued to move 
in a positive direction throughout the year, as new 
businesses and current industry expansions came 
to the industrial park. The Oklahoma Department 
of Transportation completed construction of a 
road salt storage building -- the largest of its kind 
anywhere in the state of Oklahoma. 

Goodman Baker Insurance opened its doors at the 
Port Plaza retail center, serving the insurance needs 
of trucking companies.  

The former Syntroleum site at the Port is now 
occupied by Valerus Compression Services, 
LP.  Valerus designs, deploys and maintains 
compression solutions for practically any 
application, on- or off-shore, from 25 horsepower 
compressor packages to 50,000 horsepower 
compression facilities and beyond. The Port site 
will be used mostly for warehousing purposes, 
but they are working closely with another rapidly 
growing Port tenant -- Insulation Specialists of 
Tulsa -- which also added another facility to its 
growing reach within the Port’s industrial park in 
2012. 

Another new company, Aether DBS, has acquired 
a brand-new 42,000 square foot facility at the Port 
of Catoosa.  They will be manufacturing large 
process skids, and the loading and transport of their 
customer’s cargo via truck, rail, and water will be 
greatly improved.

Despite the continued success of the Port, potential 
problems remain with the future viability of the 
navigation system that must be addressed.

Some repairs along the length of the waterway 
are long overdue. It is imperative that we have 
the support of Congress to repair these essential 
structures.   If any piece of infrastructure were 
to fail along the waterway, navigation would be 
interrupted for an indefinite period.   The loss to 
Oklahoma per day would exceed $2 million -- it is 
that vital.

The Port, which is a member of the Arkansas 
Oklahoma Port Operators Association, has been 
working with that group as it teams up with the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to forge a public/
private partnership to address the immediate and 
long-term needs of the waterway.  

An agreement between the AOPOA and the Corps 
to move ahead with that partnership was signed on 
January 31st, 2013. 
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Our Port of Catoosa 2.0 
Spencer Torbett, Senior History Major, OSU-Stillwater

Spencer is a native of Okmulgee and 
a senior History major at Oklahoma 
State University in Tulsa. He wrote 
this paper for his Spring Semester 
2013 Political Science Class. It is one 
of five papers from that class selected 
for inclusion in this book. 

Foreword
The purpose of this paper is review 
the history, future, and day-to-day 
operations of the Tulsa Port of 
Catoosa. To fully appreciate the entire picture, one 
must focus on the individual details that make such 
grand scale possible. Though the general lack of 
available information on the Port of Catoosa has 
made research somewhat difficult, the impact the 
port has on the economy of Oklahoma is evident. 

Location
The Port of Catoosa, or Tulsa Port of Catoosa 
as it’s formally known, is the second furthest 
inland port in America, behind only the port 
in Duluth, Minnesota. The port is strategically 
located approximately five miles east of the Tulsa 
International Airport. 

This port serves as the head of navigation for 
the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas River Navigation 
System. (Port of Catoosa Profile). The waterway 
travels 445 miles along the Verdigris River, the 
Arkansas River, the Arkansas Post Canal and 
the White River before joining the Mississippi 
at Montgomery Point. New Orleans is 600 miles 
south and is the initial destination for much of the 
shipping originating in Oklahoma. 

The port complex construction was completed in 
1971. It was financed by $21.2 million from bond 
issues passed in 1967. (Kevin). Today, 66 industries 
operate from the Port of Catoosa. Commodities 
shipped include: chemical fertilizer, farm products, 
sand, gravel & rock, iron and steel, petroleum 
products, wheat, and soybeans (aopoa.net). River 
barges can travel an estimated 100 miles per day, 

and the average travel time by barge 
from the Port of Catoosa to the Port of 
New Orleans is 5-7 days. 

History
As Oklahoma grew in importance as 
an industrial player in the middle of 
America, politicians and businessmen 
alike looked for a new way to ship 
goods across the world in the most 
efficient way possible. 

Using freight trains allows for the shipping of very 
large amounts goods, but trains do not generally 
fair well when the tracks run out. Freight trains 
would not allow direct world wide transfer of 
Oklahoma’s goods. Aerial shipping is very fast, but 
lacks the capacity of other methods. Ports allow 
incredible amounts of goods to be shipped, but 
Oklahoma lacks a generally important ingredient 
for successful ports… a coastline. While that 
may seem like an incurable problem, the drive of 
Oklahomans once again proved too strong for mere 
earthly obstacles. 

In 1967 a $21 million bond issue was passed by 
the residents of  the City of Tulsa and Rogers 
County to help fund the construction of a port at 
the head of what would become the McClellan-
Kerr Arkansas River Navigation System. It was 
the grand vision of a culmination of exceptional 
Oklahomans and cannot be attributed to one 
politician or businessman, though it would not have 
been possible without the influence of powerful 
people, such as Senator Robert Kerr. 

A series of locks and dams that would have to be 
built on the Arkansas and Verdigris rivers made for 
an engineering feat that was inconceivable to some. 
The locks and dams are necessary, since elevation 
increases from New Orleans to Tulsa. 

The Port of Catoosa opened for business in 1971, 
providing a significant economic boost to Tulsa and 
Catoosa (Kevin). The federal cost of the navigation 
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system was a reported $1.2 billion. The Corps of 
Engineers reports an average of 9% return on its 
investment. Billions of dollars in public and private 
investment has occurred along the MKARNS 
in Arkansas and Oklahoma. At the Tulsa Port 
of Catoosa alone, the waterway has generated 
investment of more than $1.15 billion (aopoa.net).

The Port of Catoosa Today, Overview
The volume of inbound goods manufactured 
abroad continues to increase per U.S. demand. 
To accommodate this rise in global imports, the 
industry is shifting more to an “inland port” model, 
where inbound goods are quickly off-loaded from 
ships and moved to inland distribution centers for 
subsequent redistribution within the country. 

Inland ports, especially those situated at the 
intersection of multiple shipping routes with 
several modes of transportation, including high-
density rail, intermodal facilities, and interstate 
highways, are gaining in importance. Waterway 
shipping is consistently cheap when measured in 
costs per ton. 

The best inland locations also support large flexible 
buildings and have extensive parking for containers 
and trailers, as well as easy access to developed 
transportation infrastructures. The Tulsa Port 
of Catoosa has all of the necessary attributes to 
succeed as an inland port. Because of its southern 
location, the waterway is operational year-round, 
regardless of weather conditions, adding value to 
the already strategic location of the Port of Catoosa 
(Areadevelopment.com). 

Aside from its location advantages, the port 
combines a manufacturing center, a foreign-trade 
zone, and a 2,000-acre industrial park including 
a fully equipped multi-modal transportation hub.
(Wikipedia.com, The Port of Catoosa). 

It offers a full complement of railroads, highway, 
and airfreight systems - all in one centrally 
located area. The port is just one day’s drive from 
Chicago, Dallas, Denver, Houston, Memphis, New 
Orleans, Omaha, and St. Louis. And with major 
highways like the I-44 and I-40 corridors and the 

I-35 NAFTA corridor, trucking products to or from 
national and international destinations is easy and 
efficient (Areadevelopment.com). 

Day to day operations at the Port of Catoosa are 
run by an on-site staff, while the port is managed 
by the City of Tulsa-Rogers County Port Authority 
(Port of Catoosa Profile). The current director of 
operations at the port is Bob Portiss. 

Economic Impact
The port also has a significant economic impact 
on the Tulsa area. Approximately $600 million 
worth of cargo moves through the port each year, 
and total economic impact is about $300 million 
annually (areadevelopment.com). 

There are nearly 100 industries on the Oklahoma 
segment of the Kerr-McLellan Arkansas 
Navigation System. The segment between Catoosa 
and Muskogee provides direct employment for 
over 8,000 people and an annual payroll of more 
than $85 million. Indirect employment accounts 
for another 6,000 jobs and a payroll of $90 million 
(apoa.net). 

The port handled over 2 million tons of cargo 
in 2011 and recorded an all-time annual high of 
2.7 million tons in 2012 (Arnold, Tulsa World). 
The partial year data for 2013 projects almost 2.9 
million tons by year end. 

There are other indirect impacts of the Port 
of Catoosa. According to CityData.com, the 
population of Catoosa was 7,168 as of 2011, a 
31% increase from 2000. Other areas of substantial 
growth in Catoosa from 2000 to 2010 include an 
increase in median household income from $39,000 
to $51,000, and an increase in median house value 
from $68,000 to $122,000. 

The Oklahoma median income is $39,000 and the 
median house value is $107,000, both significantly 
lower than the value of each in Catoosa. The 
above-average financial situation of the city of 
Catoosa is undoubtedly attributable to the Port of 
Catoosa and the jobs it provides.
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Port Assets
While all of the aforementioned factors contribute 
to the success of the Tulsa Port of Catoosa, the 
most crucial asset are the services it can provide 
to its customers. The Tulsa Port of Catoosa has 
five public terminal areas, each fully equipped and 
staffed to efficiently transfer inbound and outbound 
cargos between barges, trucks and rail cars. 

The assets of these terminals, with the exception 
of the liquid bulk facilities, are owned by the Tulsa 
Port of Catoosa but are maintained and operated by 
independent contractors that have lease agreements 
with the Port Authority. The liquid bulk companies 
are private and own their own facilities (Port of 
Catoosa Profile, tulsaport.com). The port even 
owns three locomotives for use on its twelve-mile 
short line system.

Specifically the port offers: 

• a general dry cargo dock, which primarily loads 
and unloads commodity iron and steel, project 
cargo and other break-bulk material and is 
comprised of a 720 feet long, with a 230-foot wide 
concrete apron, equipped with an assortment of 
forklifts and cranes;  

• a dry bulk terminal, which is for the loading and 
unloading of dry bulk commodities, like fertilizer 
from the plant in Vian; grain terminals with the 
capacity to store about 5 million bushels of grain;  

• and bulk liquids storage, which is the handles the 
all-mighty oil. 

The facilities at the Port of Catoosa are perfectly 
suited to the demands of the agriculture and energy 
industries of Oklahoma. 

The Future
The future of the Port of Catoosa appears to be a 
bright one. By 2011 combined employment from 
businesses at the port had increased 68 percent 
since the worst of the recession (Wertz). Activity at 
shipping hubs like the Port of Catoosa is often used 
as a marker to measure economic conditions. About 
3,700 employees worked there in June, up from 
2,200 in mid-2010, the Journal reports. 

Construction at the Port of Catoosa is ongoing, 
and the U.S. Department of Transportation in 
June approved a $6.4 million grant to help fund a 
$12 million project that will double the capacity 
of the main dock, add a new crane, and upgrade 
the capacity of an existing crane (Wertz). Though 
shipping levels are slightly down this year when 
compared to last year’s record-shattering year.

There are plans to expand the Panama Canal 
starting in 2014, which would mean supersized 
cargo ships could pass through, greatly decreasing 
delivery time of certain goods to the Asian markets. 
This would be a boost to the entire American 
economy, specifically at the Port of New Orleans. 

The Port of New Orleans currently operates 
at about 60% capacity, but with the planned 
expansion at the Panama Canal, could increase 
capacity dramatically. While an expansion at a port 
3,000 miles away may not seem relevant to the Port 
of Catoosa, it is. Much of the freight shipped from 
Catoosa heads to the Port of New Orleans, where it 
is then sent onward around the globe. 

The Port of Catoosa can only operate as quickly as 
the Port of New Orleans will allow. An expansion 
at the Panama Canal means more can be shipped 
from the Port of New Orleans, which mean more 
can be shipped to the Port of New Orleans from the 
Port of Catoosa. 

Modernization and adaptation are critical to the 
ongoing success of the Port of Catoosa. Rail 
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connection to the Tulsa airport is planned by the 
City of Tulsa for the near future. That rail would 
add to the multi-modal transportation operations at 
the already rail-connected Port. Tulsa is attempting 
to secure a grant to fund that project. That 
connection would mean the addition of air transport 
is even closer at hand. 

Given the bright prospects for a positive future, 
there are demands, challenges and obstacles to be 
met and overcome. 

There are ongoing strategic concerns are over the 
maintenance and improvements of the lock systems 
along the entire waterway. Keeping the locks open 
is a huge concern; if the locks go down it would 
cost the Oklahoma economy approximately $2 
million a day. Many of the locks are 50 years old 
on average, and some are 60 or even 90 years old 
(Wilken). 

Conclusion
The impact of the Tulsa Port of Catoosa is 
significant. It is a prime economic driver for 
Tulsa, Catoosa, eastern Oklahoma, and the entire 
state.  This landlocked port in Oklahoma has 
grown and evolved into a major force in the in the 
international shipping markets.

The amazing transformation is a testament to 
the power of Oklahoma ingenuity and diligence. 
With global markets becoming more and more 
intertwined, and the increases in demand, expect to 
see inland ports take an increasingly important role 
in global shipping and receiving. 

Cited Sources

I. Wertz, Joe. “Employment and Expansion at Oklahoma’s Port of 
Catoosa Is Promising.” Oklahoma RSS. N.p., 20 July 2012. Web. 15 
Apr. 2013.

II. “Port of Catoosa Profile.” Port of Catoosa Profile. N.p., n.d. Web. 
21 Apr. 2013. Tulsaport.com

III. “Tulsa, Port of Catoosa, Oklahoma.” Wikipedia. Wikimedia 
Foundation, 02 Feb. 2013. Web. 21 Apr. 2013.

IV. “Tulsa’s Port of Catoosa: Moving Goods from America’s 
Heartland.” Tulsa’s Port of Catoosa: Moving Goods from America’s 
Heartland | Tulsa, Oklahoma, Port of Catoosa | Area Development 
Online. AreaDevelopment.com, Sept. 2010. Web. 18 Apr. 2013.

V. Kevin. “Exploring Oklahoma History - Blog - OK Did Ya Know? 
Port of Catoosa (BlogOklahoma.us).” Exploring Oklahoma History. 
N.p., 5 Dec. 2006. Web. 18 Apr. 2013.

VI. Arnold, Kyle. “Shipping Levels Sink in March at Tulsa Port of 
Catoosa.” Tulsa World. N.p., 13 Apr. 2013. Web. 21 Apr. 2013.

VII. “Tulsa Metro Chamber: Port of Catoosa.” Tulsa Metro Chamber: 
Port of Catoosa. N.p., n.d. Web. 19 Apr. 2013.

VIII. Duren, Dee. “Man Behind Tulsa Port Of Catoosa Dies - News9.
com|.” Man Behind Tulsa Port Of Catoosa Dies. N.p., 15 Apr. 2013. 
Web. 20 Apr. 2013.

IX. Aopoa.net “WATERWAY FACT SHEET.” WATERWAY FACT 
SHEET. N.p., n.d. Web. 21 Apr. 2013. 

X. “Catoosa, Oklahoma.” (OK 74015) Profile: Population, Maps, 
Real Estate, Averages, Homes, Statistics, Relocation, Travel, Jobs, 
Hospitals, Schools, Crime, Moving, Houses, News. N.p., n.d. Web. 21 
Apr. 2013. <http://www.city-data.com/city/Catoosa-Oklahoma.html>.

XI. Hampton, Joy. “Port of Catoosa Grows into Grand Vision » 
Business » Claremore Daily Progress.” Claremore Progress. N.p., 16 
Feb. 2010. Web. 22 Apr. 2013. <http://claremoreprogress.com/
business/x1687380793/Port-of-Catoosa-grows-into-grand-vision>



Moving Oklahoma: Transportation Infrastructure 70 © 2013 The Oklahoma Academy Town Hall 

Port of Catoosa Shipping Volumes 
Jeff Yowell, Marketing and Communications Manager, Port of Catoosa

 J12	 F	 M	 A	 M	 J	 J	 A	 S	 O	 N	 D	 J13	 F	 M	 A	 M	 J	 J	 TOT
Inbound 53  56  76  56  36  41  30  47  49  51  44  32  47  57  49  55  36  26  36  877 
Outbound 57  80  77  73  75  83  71  58  49  80  88  54  102  66  79  90  60  87  117  1,446 
Total 110  136  153  129  111  124  101  105  98  131  132  86  149  123  128  145  96  113  153  2,323 
                    
Inbound 48% 41% 50% 43% 32% 33% 30% 45% 50% 39% 33% 37% 32% 46% 38% 38% 38% 23% 24% 38%
Outbound 52% 59% 50% 57% 68% 67% 70% 55% 50% 61% 67% 63% 68% 54% 62% 62% 63% 77% 76% 62%

AVERAGE MONTHLY BARGE TRAFFIC 
Inbound/Outbound by Month for January 2012-July 2013 
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Moving Oklahoma Water
Brian Vance, Oklahoma Water Resources Board, Oklahoma City

The most common and difficult water challenge 
faced by Oklahomans is proximity to reliable 
sources. While Oklahoma as a whole has a relative 
abundance of water, it is unequally distributed in 
sufficient quantities across the state. The expense 
and complexity of large-scale conveyance of water 
presents many challenges, but it has proven to be 
necessary for economic development of both rural 
and urban regions throughout the state.

City of Oklahoma City Water Supply System
Major water conveyance has been a key factor in 
securing water supply for both current and future 
residents of Oklahoma City. Soon after the 1889 
Land Run, it became apparent that the city’s needs 
could not be met by groundwater alone. Lake 
Overholser was completed in 1918, and Lake 
Hefner in 1947. Strategies for two separate large-
scale water conveyance systems involving these 
lakes were also soon developed (Figure 1). 

In 1961, with a population of 324,000, the city 
undertook a $62 million project to pump up to 
90 million gallons per day 100 miles uphill from 
Atoka County. The city bought the necessary land 
and easements and began construction of Lakes 
Atoka and Stanley Draper, a 60-inch concrete 
pipeline, six pump stations, water treatment plant 

and transmission lines. The Atoka line, which 
became operational in 1964, was extended 16 miles 
to nearby McGee Creek Reservoir, from which the 
city now possesses a water right for 40,000 acre-
feet per year (AFY).

Today, there are plans for a second, parallel 
pipeline from Atoka to Stanley Draper, and 
additional infrastructure linking McGee Creek via 
the Kiamichi River to Sardis Lake. 

In June 2010, the Oklahoma Water Resources 
Board approved an agreement transferring its 
Sardis Lake storage contract—along with as much 
as 136,000 AFY of water rights, subject to permit 
approval—to the Oklahoma City Water Utilities 
Trust. However, a lawsuit filed by the Choctaw and 
Chickasaw Nations in August 2011 has challenged 
this agreement.

A second major water conveyance system extends 
in the opposite direction, linking Oklahoma City 
with northwest Oklahoma. A 1955 contract with the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) assigned 
unused storage rights in Canton Lake to Oklahoma 
City. In return, the city assumed lake operations 
and maintenance expenses. The city utilizes rights 
originally vested on the North Canadian River in 
1939 to access the water. Flows are diverted just 
off-stream to Lake Overholser at a point 126 miles 
downstream. Water is then transferred northward 
to Lake Hefner via Bluff Creek Canal, where it is 
treated and distributed, or to a second centrally-
located treatment and pumping facility. Through 
this right, the City is authorized to use up to 80,000 
AFY.

While water from Canton Lake can be obtained 
relatively cheaply due to gravity flow, Oklahoma 
City officials must address significant evaporative 
and seepage losses to maximize use of this system. 
This is not an issue with the closed Atoka and 
McGee Creek pipelines, but pumping costs can 
be substantial.  In either case, Oklahoma City 

Figure 1 
Oklahoma City Water System
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is responsible for operation and maintenance 
expenses, both on Canton dam and the Atoka/
McGee Creek pipelines and pumps.
 
City of Tulsa Water Supply System
The City of Tulsa also receives surface water 
supply from two significantly distant watersheds. 
Shortly after statehood, Tulsans relied upon the 

Arkansas River as the primary source of water. 
The first pumping plant was built in 1904, but 
the water’s poor quality rendered it essentially 
unusable for cooking or drinking. Groundwater in 
the area was of similar questionable quality.
Explosive growth and unprecedented wealth due 
to the discovery of enormous oil reserves led to 
a demand by Tulsa citizens for a reliable source 
of water. In 1924, Tulsa finalized construction of 
Spavinaw Lake northeast of the city. 

Supplying water for 70,000 citizens, this lake 
served as Tulsa’s primary source for the next 55 
years. The associated pipeline, which today still 
carries water 53 miles to the city, was the longest in 
the country at that time (Figure 2). 

In the 1950s, a second pipeline was constructed 
from Spavinaw, and Eucha Dam was constructed 
four miles upstream of Spavinaw to ensure a 
constant supply of clean water. This doubled the 
raw water supply for the city.

Tulsa’s second water supply “arm” is provided by 
Lake Oologah, completed by the USACE in 1963. 
Tulsa has 143,707 AFY of water rights from the 
lake. Two separate pipelines convey the raw water 
23 miles south to Lynn Lane Reservoir and the 
A.B. Jewell Water Treatment Plant, built in 1974.

Waurika Lake Master Conservancy District
A smaller public water supply conveyance 
system is operated by the Waurika Lake Master 
Conservancy District in south central Oklahoma 
(Figure 3). Approximately 100 miles of pipeline 
branch out in three directions from the Waurika 
Lake, transporting raw water to six member 
cities—Comanche, Duncan, Lawton, Temple, 
Walters and Waurika—in four counties. 

Lawton, Oklahoma’s fifth largest city, receives 
about one-third of its supply from Waurika Lake. 
This system is one of six similar water supply 
cooperatives in Oklahoma that promote the 
regional use of water supplied by federal projects.

Figure 2 
Tulsa Water System

Figure 3 
Waurika Lake Master Conservancy District
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Lugert-Altus Irrigation District
While most major water conveyance projects in 
Oklahoma are developed to satisfy municipal water 
supply needs, the Lugert-Altus Irrigation District 
oversees the delivery of water from Lugert-Altus 
Reservoir through about 66 miles of primary 
canals and an additional 175 miles of lateral 
water lines, dispersing water over 46,000 acres of 
farmland(Figure 4).  The District maintains a water 
right of 85,630 acre-feet from Lugert-Altus Reservoir. 
More than half of the state’s cotton crop is irrigated 
by this system, generating an economic impact of 
more than $330 million to the state.

Proposed E-W Water Conveyance Proposal
The 1980 Oklahoma Comprehensive Water Plan 
(OCWP) proposed a Statewide Water Conveyance System that would deliver projected surplus surface 
water from eastern Oklahoma to central and western regions of the state (Figure 5). Two distinct systems 
would move water through a complex 1,130-mile network of canals, pipelines, conduits, siphons, 
pumping plants, and both existing and proposed reservoirs. The Northern Water Conveyance System 
involved moving 1.2 million acre-feet annually, primarily for irrigation purposes, from Robert S. Kerr 
Lake and Lake Eufaula through north central and northwestern Oklahoma, ultimately terminating 
approximately 450 miles across the state near Boise City in the Panhandle. The Southern Water 

Figure 4 
Lugert-Altus Irrigation Project

Figure 5 
Proposed East-West Water Conveyance Proposal
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Conveyance System would transfer 1.3 million acre-feet/year from the Kiamichi River, Hugo Lake, 
and then authorized Boswell Lake to central Oklahoma for municipal/industrial use (487,000 AFY) and 
southwestern Oklahoma, primarily for irrigation (821,000 AFY). At an estimated combined total cost of 
$7.8 billion (pre-1980 dollars), the statewide system was determined to be economically infeasible.

A recent reevaluation of the system, which was conducted for the 2012 OCWP Update, updated costs 
for the 1980 system using two different cost methods. In addition, several alternatives were evaluated. 
Among these was the conveyance of water from Lake Texoma (rather than from the Kiamichi River 
basin) to southwestern Oklahoma and extension of the Lake Texoma conveyance system north to Foss 
Reservoir. 

An additional separate system would convey water from Kaw Lake to north central and northwestern 
Oklahoma. Minus flood control and chloride control benefits, and based upon the higher of the two cost 
methods utilized, the updated estimated construction cost of the 1980 system is $26.6 billion, the cost of 
the revised northern system is $2.7 billion, and the cost  revised southern system is $5.9 billion 

Still, OCWP supply and demand projections through 2060 fail to demonstrate the necessity for a large-
scale statewide conveyance system. Instead, the OCWP recommends consideration of smaller scale 
regional conveyance systems utilizing small reservoirs as more viable options to eliminate projected 
water shortages.

Conclusion
Across the state, utilization of local water supply is almost always the preferred option. The cost 
of transporting water over considerable distances to the area of need—including construction and 
maintenance of extensive water lines, pumps, and appurtenant infrastructure and power/fuel costs—can 
be exorbitant. Frequently, there are environmental regulations and legal issues to address. In addition, 
proposals to transfer water from the area of origin frequently come with serious political questions, such 
as an accepted definition of “surplus water” and necessary measures to protect future needs and uses.

While water conveyance remains an effective water management and planning strategy for Oklahoma, 
additional options also have promise. Local supplies can be augmented through enhanced system 
operating plans, reallocation of reservoir storage, utilization of unneeded sediment storage and the 
cancellation and reduction of unused water rights. 

Studies conducted for the 2012 OCWP Update also reveal that water conservation and reuse and 
expanded use of marginal quality waters can delay or eliminate projected water deficits in Oklahoma



Moving Oklahoma: Transportation Infrastructure 76 © 2013 The Oklahoma Academy Town Hall 

Moving Oklahoma’s Water 2.0 
Marsha Slaughter, Oklahoma City Water Utilities Trust

Nature transports water in creeks and rivers.  
Gravity provides the energy to move the 
water along to lakes and oceans.  The Romans 
transported water in above-ground canals called 
aqueducts.  They brought good tasting ‘sweet’ 
water to Rome, improving the quality of life and 
health of Roman citizens.  

Later, man built canals to transport goods, services 
and people:  the Erie Canal, the Panama Canal 
and our own Arkansas River navigation system 
are all examples.  Today’s aqueducts perform like 
channelized rivers transporting large volumes of 
water across long distances.  The Central Arizona 
Project, for example, transports water from the 
Colorado River to central Arizona in a 300 mile 
long canal.

Many public water systems in 
Oklahoma transport water long 
distances.  When Oklahoma City’s 
need for water outgrew the water 
reliably available from the North 
Canadian River, a water transport 
system from Southeastern 
Oklahoma to Oklahoma City was 
developed.  

A 100 mile water transmission 
main and six pump stations bring 
water from Lake Atoka on Muddy Boggy Creek 
to Lake Stanley Draper on the Canadian River.  
Water cleansed for human consumption is then 
transported as far as 40 miles to customers.  

In all, there are over 3,000 miles of water pipe 
sized from 72 inches in diameter to one inch 
in diameter transporting water to homes and 
businesses in Oklahoma City alone.  

Statewide Water Transportation Concept Plan
In Oklahoma stream water is considered to be 
publicly owned by the State for the use and benefit 

of all Oklahomans.  The Oklahoma Comprehensive 
Water Plan identifies areas in need of additional 
water supplies by 2060 and those with unused 
water that might be shared.  In 2012 the Oklahoma 
Water Resources Board released a report describing 
infrastructure needed to transport water to the 
drier regions of our state for homes, businesses, 
manufacturing, and agriculture.  

The lengthy severe drought in western Oklahoma 
made it clear the west needs more water.  Western 
lakes impacted by the drought were between 16 
and 35 percent full following spring rains this 
year.  Oklahoma crop irrigation systems help feed 
the world by pumping water from the Great Plains 
aquifers. 

But this important work may be 
decreasing water flow in western 
rivers, making it less likely 
water supply lakes will refill.  A 
1996 USGS study concluded 
groundwater use is decreasing flow 
in the North Canadian River by 
about thirty percent. 

Implementing this broad conceptual 
plan requires forethought 
about its funding, public health 
impact, domestic consumption 

needs, impact on economic growth and stability, 
ecological impacts, and feasibility.  Taxes are 
the most commonly used funding source while 
user fees pay for operation, maintenance, local 
improvements, and future investments. 

Implementation will also require thoughtful study 
to identify potential ecological impacts and options 
to ameliorate those impacts.  After the water is 
used, seasonally dry streams nearby may flow 
more frequently, changing the flora and fauna in 
the streambed, and increasing survival rates of 
some species.  The same kinds of impacts must 
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be addressed in the basin from which the water is 
transferred. Historically projects of this magnitude 
have been constructed by the United States through 
its Bureau of Reclamation or Corps of Engineers.  
The project estimate includes only the backbone of 
the transmission system.  Public water systems will 
also make significant investments to connect to the 
new supply system. 
 
Drawing a Parallel: 
Central OK Regional Raw Water Supply System
Oklahoma City has a long history of water 
planning beginning shortly after statehood.  In 
1908 we embarked on a plan for construction of 
water reservoirs to ensure adequate water supply 
beginning with Lake Overholser’s completion in 
1918.  The first 100 mile pipeline from Southeast 
Oklahoma went into operation 50 years ago.  A 
second pipeline is needed to reliably transport more 
water to Central Oklahoma.  

Engineering design begins in 2014 with 
construction completion scheduled for 2021.  
Construction of the pipeline and its appurtenances 
requires compliance with important and complex 
federal and state regulations including the 
endangered species act and protection of historic 
sites.  

Funds to build the project come from existing 
and future customers of the water utilities 
participating in the project.  Planning the project 
began in earnest following completion of an 
updated water system master plan in 2003 and was 
further detailed in a 2009 study.  A 30 year capital 
improvement investment forecast was developed 
to assure the significant intergenerational 
improvement can be made affordably.  

A combination of cash and revenue bonds will 
finance the project.  

Similar Challenges
The conceptual state-wide water transportation 
network and the Central Oklahoma project are in 
some ways similar and in others quite different.  It 
is greatly more complex to implement a statewide 
project than a project reaching less than ten 

percent of the state’s land area.  However, good 
project organization with firm schedules including 
allowances for unforeseen circumstances is 
critical to both programs.  Both programs must 
meet federal and state laws for development, 
construction, and operation.  Engineering, 
cultural, and scientific studies will be important to 
minimizing impacts during both construction and 
operation.  

The state-wide project will piggy-back on existing 
infrastructure where possible but may require 
construction of 25 to 75 miles of pipeline to reach 
its first customers.  With one pipeline already in 
place, the Central Oklahoma project can begin 
construction with new pipeline next to the old 
pipeline where it’s capacity to transport water 
is the smallest, increasing the volume of water 
transported by small percentages as the project is 
completed.   

Both projects will require significant planning for 
construction materials.  National manufacturing 
capacity for large diameter pipe and pumps can be 
a limiting factor in the construction process, and 
may be ameliorated with pre-purchase of those 
materials.  

Following the record drought and flood of 
the 1950s, massive investments were made 
constructing lakes and channelizing rivers.  
The new lakes stored water for municipal and 
industrial uses and held back water that might flood 
downstream properties, making water supplies 
more reliable and floods less likely.  It’s been 30 
years since the last reservoir was completed in 
our state.  The Arkansas River Navigation System 
has been in operation more than 40 years.  We’ve 
benefited from those major investments for two 
generations.  

It is past time to get serious about water supply 
improvements. Without water our economy will 
not grow as freely as Oklahomans desire.   
 

Nelson Mandela said “Let there be work, bread, 
water and salt for all.”
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Water + Gravity + Infrastructure = Reliable Electricity 
Justin Alberty, Communications Director, Grand River Dam Authority, Vinita

It has been said that operating the national electric 
power grid is similar to flying an airplane that can 
never land. Electricity is consumed 24/7, 365, so 
the grid is always in operation. Because of the 
constant need for electricity, any maintenance or 
expansion that takes place must be done in such a 
way that it does not interfere with safe and reliable 
grid operations, which really means safe and 
reliable delivery of electricity.

It is aptly named “grid” because it is highly-
integrated and interconnected, linking electric 
generation sources like the Grand River Dam 
Authority’s historic Pensacola Dam hydroelectric 
facility to consumption points like the electrical 
outlets in the wall behind your television.  It also 
ties together electric 
substations, meters, 
transformers, high-
voltage transmissions 
lines across long 
distances, low-voltage 
distribution lines across 
city blocks and many 
other components 
necessary to its 
operations. 

Actually, different electric generation and 
transmission (G&T) utilities like GRDA operate 
their own portions of the greater national electric 
grid called bulk electric systems (BES). A BES is 
comprised of each operating utility’s generation 
sources, transmission facilities and related control 
systems. In the United States, GRDA and all other 
BES operators are regulated by the North American 
Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC); entities 
under its jurisdiction (which spans the continental 
United States, Canada and the northern portion of 
Baja California, Mexico) operate a interconnected 
BES grid serving more than 334 million people.
Today, GRDA’s transmission system is comprised 
of over 1,200 miles of high-voltage transmission 
lines, hundreds of electric substations and a 

sophisticated Supervisory Control And Data 
Acquisition (SCADA) System to provide real-time 
data and control capability over all the components. 
Essentially, it is a transportation infrastructure 
that allows electric energy to travel safely and 
continuously across the service area.

However, to truly appreciate the operations and 
importance of GRDA’s transmission system, it 
helps to know that electricity’s instantaneous 
consumption is just one way it differs from other 
commodities transported across Oklahoma.

Electricity is also different because it cannot be 
routed from Point A to Point B in the same way 
oil or gas, or other products can be transported. 

While the transportation 
pathways are in place, 
electricity always 
follows the path of least 
resistance across the 
grid. Because specific 
megawatts cannot be 
directed to specific 
areas, each supplier 
must keep enough 
power flowing across its 

BPS at all times to not only meet the demands of 
customers, but also to maintain a constant balance 
across the greater interconnected system. 

Many will recall the major electric blackout of 
2003, which stretched across parts of the Northeast, 
Midwest and Canada and affected nearly 55 million 
people. It began when electric transmission lines 
in rural Ohio came into contact with “overgrown 
trees” during a time of very high demands for 
electricity (mid August). Unfortunately, it soon 
cascaded across other bulk power systems in eight 
states and Ontario. The event demonstrated just 
how interconnected all electric utilities really are 
and also the need for new reliability standards and 
system upgrades.
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For GRDA, upgrading the energy transportation 
system is an ongoing process in either the analysis, 
planning or actual construction phase. This 
is due to a number of reasons including ever-
increasing customer demands, requirements of the 
Southwest Power Pool (a regional transmission 
organization) and NERC, and replacement 
of aging infrastructure. In fact, when 2013 
began, GRDA had 38 electric transmission and 
substation construction projects either underway 
or already in cue. Those included everything from 
rebuilding miles of lines to expanding substations 
and installing new, larger, more efficient and 
environmentally-safe transformers.

The majority of this work is being done at existing 
substations or along existing rights-of-way so the 
adverse impact 
of construction 
on new people in 
new locations is 
very low. Rather, 
the positive 
impact of an 
upgraded electric 
transmission 
system will 
reach into every 
transformer, 
circuit box and 
electric outlet 
supplied directly 
or indirectly by 
the GRDA system. It may sound simplistic, but 
providing abundant, reliable power today and into 
the future has always been the GRDA focus and 
remains the ultimate end goal. 

According to a 2012 economic impact study by 
the Oklahoma Department of Commerce, GRDA’s 
existence facilitated $453 million of economic 
activity in Oklahoma in 2012 while also creating 
and supporting 4,100 jobs. Many of those jobs 
are located in rural areas of the state where some 
infrastructure might lag behind but reliable 
electricity remains a top priority. After all, where 
electricity is abundant and low-cost, both the 
quality of life and local economy will benefit. 

In fact, that same economic impact study found that 
GRDA operations also contributed to $230 million 
in disposable income in Oklahoma in 2012; a figure 
that is expected to increase to $300 million by 
2017. Those numbers are directly tied to abundant 
electricity reaching Oklahoma customers safely 
and efficiently.   

Of the 38 electric infrastructure projects GRDA 
had on the schedule when the year began, over 
half were being funded by bond funds from either 
a 2008 or 2010 issue. GRDA is funding other 
projects with revenues or will be reimbursed 
by a third-party for work done to enhance an 
interconnection point with that party. In regards 
to future funding, the Authority’s forecasted debt 
service, a large component of the overall cost-of-

service rates, has 
decreased since 
June 1, 2013, 
when all debt 
associated with 
the construction 
of the GRDA 
Coal Fired 
Complex, and 
other debt issued 
prior to 2002, was 
paid off. 

That decrease will 
provide flexibility 
to either reduce 

capacity rates or it provides the debt capacity 
margin to finance future electricity system needs, 
or a combination of both.

Throughout its 75 years of service to Oklahomans, 
GRDA’s priorities have not changed. Providing 
low-cost, reliable electricity; serving as an 
economic development engine for Oklahoma; and 
being a good steward of the resources under its 
control are still the heart of the utility’s mission.  
Maintaining the reliable infrastructure to move 
electricity from generator to consumer will allow 
the Authority to meet that mission for years to 
come.  
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MY NOTES

MOVING OKLAHOMA
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Section 3

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION
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A Regional Transit Dialogue 
Douglas W. Rex, Association of Central Oklahoma Governments

No doubt you have read the stories of Oklahoma 
City’s rise on the national scene: this year, 
Bloomberg proclaimed Oklahoma City one of 
America’s top 12 boomtowns and Forbes ranked 
OKC among the country’s fastest-growing 
metro areas, calling it one of the best big cities 
for jobs. Low unemployment, private sector 
job growth, rising home values, growth in retail 
and construction have earned Oklahoma City 
recognition from the Business Journals, placing 
among the top 5 U.S. cities for economic vitality 
since the ranking began in August of 2012. 
And just last month, the American Water Works 
Association recognized 
Oklahoma City’s tap 
water as the best-tasting 
in the United States.

This is just a sampling 
of the plaudits and 
accolades Oklahoma 
City has received during 
a time when most of 
the country has suffered 
severe economic woes.  
In many respects, the 
country is just waking 
up to the promise that Central Oklahoma offers.  
This growth is expected to continue and presents 
its own challenges to our future transportation 
infrastructure.  A growing population means 
more people will make more trips and in Central 
Oklahoma that means more trips by automobile.  
Or does it?

The Association of Central Oklahoma 
Governments, the metropolitan planning 
organization for the Oklahoma City area is tasked 
with developing a long range transportation plan 
for Central Oklahoma.  The latest plan, Encompass 
2035, identifies $7.6 billion of infrastructure 
investment to alleviate some of the projected 
congestion issues, but it will not solve them.  

Despite the region’s best efforts, we are still 
forecasting significant congestion on our highway 
system by the year 2035.  In other words, we 
can’t build our way out of congestion.  It appears 
a more comprehensive approach to solving our 
transportation issues is warranted.  Increased 
emphasis needs to be placed on land use practices 
and regional public transportation that will 
decrease demand for the automobile.

The future will not be like the past.  Changing 
demographics and evolving markets will 
force transportation professionals to redefine 

transportation needs.  
Too often, our focus is 
on solving congestion 
when it really should 
be about improving 
accessibility; less talk 
about vehicles and 
more discussion about 
getting people to and 
from work, school 
and retail.  Make no 
mistake, congestion 
is a component in 
determining the level 

of accessibility, but the terms are not synonymous. 
This is especially true if you do not own a car.

Consider too that driving patterns are changing.  
Data has emerged that suggests vehicle miles 
traveled (VMT) have peaked.  

This phenomena is being perpetuated and is most 
evident in two very different generations: Seniors 
(age 65 and older) 35 million strong and expected 
to double over the next 20 years will be driving 
less as they enter their twilight years, and young 
professionals (i.e. millennials) whose VMT has 
decreased by 23 percent between 2000-2010, have 
expressed a strong desire for urban development 
that defies the suburban culture of their parents.  
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So the question must be asked, how do we provide 
transportation and accessibility for this next 
phase of Oklahoma City’s development? The 
answer seems clear: more viable transportation 
options. Specifically, public transportation 
alternatives such as enhanced bus and passenger 
rail need to be discussed.  A case can be made that 
Central Oklahoma is operating at a competitive 
disadvantage in attracting business investment by 
not having the diversified transportation portfolio 
of our regional competitors. Centers such as 
Dallas and Denver have world class transportation 
systems; Central Oklahoma has a world class 
roadway network.   

Thankfully, this is not a new problem.  We can 
learn from the success - and failures - of other 
regions that have faced this very issue.  In 2009, 
ACOG initiated a visioning process to do just that.  
The Regional Transit Dialogue or RTD engaged 
locally elected officials, policy stakeholders, 
private sector leaders, and the general public to 
articulate how transit can serve Central Oklahoma 
in the years and decades to come.  Specifically, the 
process was designed to accomplish the following: 

• Research and identify the advantages and 
disadvantages of forming a regional transit 
authority (RTA) with consideration to the 
organization, governance and management of 
RTAs throughout the U.S. 

• Research funding mechanisms to support the 
capital and operating costs of a future regional 
public transportation system. 

• Explore and recommend land use planning 
policies that have proven successful throughout 
the country in furthering transit supportive 
development, as well as any other policies 
deemed beneficial in helping prepare Central 
Oklahoma for a more comprehensive regional 
public transportation system.  

Information about the initial findings of the RTD 
can be found at www.acogok.org.

The RTD’s work is not over.  In fact, phase II was 
initiated in the fall of 2012.  Current priorities 
include fine-tuning the governance model and 
overseeing a study that will evaluate transit options 
for three major commuter corridors identified 
in the 2005 Regional Fixed Guideway Study: a 
14-mile corridor between downtown Oklahoma 
City and Edmond; a 10-mile corridor between 
downtown Oklahoma City and Midwest City and 
Tinker Air Force Base; and a 17-mile corridor 
between downtown Oklahoma City and Norman.  
Dubbed the CentralOK!go Study, in-depth analysis 
concerning alignment, technology, ridership 
forecasts, cost estimates and prospective funding 
resources specific to each corridor will emerge 
upon the study’s completion in the summer of 
2014.

The RTD process has been essential not simply 
because it has proposed a governance structure or 
suggested regional transit authority funding options 
but because it is alerting our regional leaders that 
the growth of Central Oklahoma requires us to 
answer a basic but vital question: “what do you 
want to be when you grow up?” 

We are poised for even more growth and likely to 
emerge as a major national player within the next 
three decades. 

For us to become who we say we want to be, we 
must invest in a robust transportation system that 
will attract more business investments, grow our 
workforce, expand our economy and improve our 
quality of life. 

Of course, great tasting drinking water doesn’t hurt 
either.
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Thoughts About OKC Public Transportation 
Lauren Branch, President and CEO, NewView Oklahoma, Oklahoma City

Strengthening Oklahoma’s Transit Infrastructure
Oklahoma is in the midst of a renaissance, the 
public supports the idea of better transit, and 
ridership is growing with nearly 30,000 trips per 
day taken statewide on transit! 

Yet, the Oklahoma Chapter of the Association 
of Civil Engineers (ASCE) recently could only 
give transit a “D+” in its recent assessment of 
transit infrastructure and transit. The Oklahoma 
City and Tulsa metros rank last and second to last 
respectively in per capita 
investment among the 
larger metros in American 
and are in about last in 
the amount of transit 
service they do and can 
provide. The systems lack 
frequency, night service 
and Sunday service.  

Also, very little sidewalk 
and bench/shelter 
infrastructure exists along 
the routes making access 
to bus stops inconvenient 
and sometimes dangerous 
or outright inaccessible 
too many with disabilities.  

Incredible things are happening in every corner 
of our state but, despite the new restaurants, 
revitalized neighborhoods, art festivals and more, 
our community comes up short in one vital aspect 
of city life: public transportation.  

In my work as President and CEO of NewView 
Oklahoma, I work everyday with residents for 
whom public transportation is not an option, but 
a necessity. But transit is not just about serving 
those who don’t have options; it needs to be about 
everyone. Transit is an everyday service needed by 
many people and desired by many more. 

When civic leaders talk about progress, you hear 
phrases like “world-class” and “big-league city.” 
The Thunder has dribbled toward a few NBA 
championships. Olympic athletes with and without 
disabilities train on the Oklahoma River. A 50-story 
skyscraper recently reshaped the Oklahoma City’s 
(OKC) skyline. And yet sidewalks are built at a 
slow dribble and remain in short supply for the 
walker or the transit rider.  We need to recognize 
that Oklahoma is no longer a predominantly rural 
state but rather an urban state, with over half of our 

population residing in 
urban areas. 

A recent study 
requested by our city 
leaders by Nelson 
Nygaard indicated that 
the following would 
significantly improve 
current service and 
significant additional 
ridership and 
usability:  Minimum 
daytime frequency 
at 30 minutes or less 
($2.5m); Monday-
Friday night service 

until 11pm ($1.2m); Sunday bus service at current 
Saturday levels ($1.5m).  

In order to accomplish what needs to be done, we 
need to look at funding our system differently.  We 
need to take transit out of the general operating 
fund and create a dedicated funding source, at a 
regional level; to create the level of investment 
needed to best serve our communities. 

Our system is bad enough for people who use a 
cane or wheelchair, and bad too for people with 
low vision. Transit is also too limited for the 
working poor who cannot truly afford the $7,000+/
year to own and operate a car. 
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Public transportation ridership across the country 
is at record highs, with Americans taking nearly 
10.7 billion trips on public transportation in 2008, 
a four percent increase over 2007 and the highest 
level since 1956. Public transportation use has 
increased 38 percent since 1995 - nearly triple the 
growth rate of the population of the United States.  
Unfortunately, many in Oklahoma would like to be 
included in that growth number but because of lack 
of investment in transit, our systems are not viable 
for but a few of our residents.

You get what you pay for, and we pay very little 
in the first place. The riders pay as much as about 
in the southwestern U.S. The money collected at 
the fare box is not meant to pay the full cost of 
transit trip. The problem is how to get a dedicated 
funding source (tax) to 
help pay for services. 
If each household in 
only the metros paid say 
$15-$20 month, then 
transit would be able to 
do a lot. Buses could be 
three times (3x) more 
frequent; they work 
at night and Sundays. 
The left-overfunds 
could slowly be used 
to build and operate 
commuter rail and that bus rapid transit (BRT).  An 
integrated multi-modal solution is optimum and the 
foundation of any great system is the bus.

Hats off the Oklahoma City Council who recently 
provided and extra $1 million out of a billion 
dollar budget and bring local taxpayer support up 
to $14m.  That total investment of about 1 percent 
of the city’s budget will help, but not enough. 
This increase won’t even pay for one part of the 
recommended improvements called out for in 
the Nelson Nygaard study.  The “dedicated tax”, 
a perpetual funding source, is how most regions 
attack the need for transit. Some have funded 
transit through a gasoline tax, some through other 
dedicated taxes such as ad-valorem taxes and taxes 
on rental cars.

In addition, existing federal policy is out of 
date and out of touch with the reality of public 
transportation’s growing importance to Americans 
and their communities.

Transit systems do not have the flexibility to spend 
their federal formula funds on keeping buses and 
trains running and preserving reliable, high-quality 
service. Instead, they are restricted to spending 
their funds on capital needs — on construction 
and new equipment that they might not afford to 
operate. So they might be able to buy a new bus, 
but can’t afford to pay a new driver to operate it. 
(Transportation for America)

Oklahoma City was designed and built not around 
the bus, but more around the automobile. Most of 

us drive cars everywhere. 
Many residents may 
not know that METRO 
Transit and METRO Lift 
(curb-to-curb Para transit 
for wheelchair users and 
others) are unavailable 
at night or on Sundays 
in greater OKC. Tulsa is 
about the same.

But if you are unable to 
drive - because of age, 

disability or economic circumstances - you do 
know that the buses don’t run late or on Sunday, 
and you build your life around that fact. A recent 
passenger survey conducted by the Central 
Oklahoma Transportation and Parking Authority 
found that more than half of bus riders are 
employed and use the bus to get to jobs.  

If we as Oklahomans truly aspire to be in the big-
league, public transit must be a part of the equation. 
Ours is one of the only major metropolitan areas 
in the nation without Sunday bus service. You can 
find at least limited Sunday bus service in Little 
Rock, AR.; Fort Worth, TX; Austin, TX; Omaha, 
NE.; and Salt Lake City. Even San Antonio— 
offers 75 bus routes on Sunday, not to mention 
park-and-ride service for major sporting events.  
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And a robust rubber tire (bus) system is a necessity 
if we are ever to consider light rail, commuter 
rail, high-speed rail or even a successful streetcar 
project.  How many times do you think someone 
would take the train from Tulsa to Oklahoma City 
or vice versa only to be stranded at the train station 
with no transit options available? 

“As employers and commuters everywhere know 
only too well, public transportation is an essential 
service that is critical to our economy,” said James 
Corless, director of Transportation for America. 
Noting that Congress had acted recently to provide 
an emergency infusion of general fund dollars 
into the highway trust fund, he added, “We need 
to see the same sense of urgency for the rest of 
the transportation system. But more than that, we 
need a long-term, sustainable source of funding 
for building, operating and maintaining the entire 
network.”

Beyond competing with our neighbors or spurring 
economic development, better bus service is 
about fairness. Those great dining, shopping, 
entertainment and cultural opportunities that we 
might enjoy at night or on a Sunday afternoon 
are beyond the reach of residents who depend 
on public transportation. City residents have 
celebrated our community’s resurgence with 
the same excitement and optimism that greets a 
Thunder playoff run. 

As our community continues to progress, we must 
ensure that all our citizens have the opportunity 
to move forward together. Oklahomans without 
access to an alternative form of transportation, the 
majority of whom are older, African-American 
or Hispanic, senior populations and disabled, 
are being left stranded without access to lifeline 
services.

Many depend on public transportation to get to 
the places and do the things we take for granted. 
Don’t leave them waiting for the bus, and don’t 
leave them waiting in places without safety like 
sidewalks and benches and shelters.
 

Additional Sources:

The “Business Case” for Transit on the web: April 19, 
2013 http://newsmanager.commpartners.com/aptapt/
issues/2013-04-19/19.html
 
COTPA Long Range Regionwide Transit Plan
http://www.gometro.org/Websites/gometro/Images/
Reports_Studies/METRO%20Transit_Long%20Range_
Findings.pdf
 
OKC Area’s “Coordinated Human Service Transit 
Plan” http://www.gometro.org/Websites/gometro/
Images/Reports_Studies/OKC%20Urban%20Area%20
Coordinated%20Plan.pdf
 
Streetcar AA Plan Report (OKC) http://www.
letstalktransit.com/Websites/letstalktransit/images/
Documents/AA/OKC_Draft_Supplemental_Report_on_
Other_Factors_020712.pdf
 
ACOG 2035 Encompass Plan http://www.acogok.org/
Programs_and_Services/Transportation_and_Data_
Services/2035plan.asp
 
Tulsa Area “Fast Forward” Regionwide Transit Plan 
http://www.fastforwardplan.org/TransitSystemPlan.aspx
 
Tulsa Area’s “Coordinated Human Service Transit 
Plan” http://www.incog.org/Transportation/
coordinatedplan/CPT
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The Dilemma of Bus Stops 
Brian Brus, The Journal Record, April 30, 2013

OKLAHOMA CITY – The question of where 
to place $1 million in Oklahoma City’s public 
transportation for expansion is more complicated 
than merely adding a few blocks here or there, 
said Rick Cain, director of the Central Oklahoma 
Transportation & Parking Authority.

Growing businesses such as the Quad Graphics 
printing company on S. Sunnylane Road have been 
asking for bus stops, he said, as have businesses in 
high-density employment areas such as the Quail 
Springs Mall corridor in far north Oklahoma City.

And when COTPA adjusted its service routes to 
include a stop at Mercy Hospital as requested, 
bus ridership increased by about 100 people daily, 
he said, yet another example confirming that the 
metro area is reaching a new level of mass transit 
demand.

“But what it comes down to is that when you put 
service in a certain part of the city, you have to 
delete it from somewhere else,” Cain said. “It’s a 
reallocation of assets and you have to work with 
that carefully. That’s what’s happening with the 
Social Security offices.”

City Council members were told Tuesday that 
Oklahoma City’s general fund now exceeds $400 
million and the city’s total budget tops $1 billion 
for the first time. As officials begin planning the 
next fiscal year’s budget, City Manager Jim Couch 
said that moderate revenue growth rates will allow 
for some flexibility although city services will 
remain basically the same.

Initial budget proposals support adding about 
$1 million to public transit services to act on 
expansion suggestions made by a consultant last 
month, Couch said.

“A million may not be enough, but it will be a start 
toward the implementation of that,” Couch said. 
“So any additional revenues we have are essentially 
going into two areas, and that’s police and transit.”

Cain said it’s too early to determine how that 
money might be used or if it will need to be further 
increased incrementally to create a noticeable, 
sustainable effect. Suggestions have included 
increasing bus route frequency and extending or 
adding routes.

Some council members have questioned how well 
the city has integrated public transportation with 
major projects. John Pettis Jr. recently cited as 
an example the Oklahoma City-County Health 
Department’s new Northeast Regional Health 
and Wellness Campus, 2600 NE 63rd St. And 
the upcoming relocation of the Social Security 
Administration’s local office to NE 122nd 
Street and Kelley Avenue is also expected to be 
problematic because buses don’t run to that area 
either. Councilman Ed Shadid echoed Pettis’ 
concern that those developments were poorly 
planned.

Social Security has been near the heart of the city 
in Shepherd Mall on NW 23rd Street for several 
years. Cain said about 350 people board buses at 
the mall each day; he was unable to identify the 
number of riders specific to the Social Security 
Administration.

“The challenge is that we’re about two miles away 
from servicing Social Security,” Cain said. “It’s 
not just a matter of extending that route because 
you have to add the mileage to that point and back, 
which affects the total running time of the bus 
schedule.”

Cain said his agency has discussed with the 
developer and neighboring municipality of Edmond 
the possibility of that city’s bus routes making 
accommodations.

The COPTA and developers are already 
considering bus accessibility at the first of four 
planned senior wellness centers under the city’s 
MAPS 3 tax issue. (last paragraph omitted).
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Transportation: Primary Unmet Need for Seniors 
John C. Harned, President & CEO, Epworth Villa, Oklahoma City

We are in the midst of a longevity revolution in 
the United States.  Not only are individuals living 
longer, there are more of them as evidenced by 
the growing attention of baby boomers (those 
born between 1946 and 1955) beginning to reach 
retirement age.  In the next 20 years, one in five 
individuals will be over the age of 65.  While 
the boomers are one of the largest groups of the 
population in sheer numbers, those over the age of 
85 are the fastest growing portion of the population 
in increasing percentages. 

The good news is 70% of successful aging is 
determined by lifestyle choices rather than one’s 
genetics.  The key lifestyle choices statistically 
linked to successful aging are 1) physical activity, 
2) mentally stimulating lifestyle, 3) strong social 
engagement, 4) purpose and meaning in life and 5) 
an environment that supports this lifestyle.  These 
key attributes not only increase one’s lifespan, but 
more importantly, impact quality of life.  

The perception in our society that growing 
old is a fast precipitous decline to death after 
retirement, results in a number of conditions that 
lead individuals away from the aforementioned 
successful aging model.  One of these perceptions 
is that independence means one must hold onto 
their home with white knuckles to avoid winding 
up in a ‘nursing home’ or ‘the poor house’ and that 
one’s automobile is a symbol of independence.

Many seniors are driving even though they have 
sensory impairment (vision, hearing, reflexes, etc.).  
After a period of time, the distances and frequency 
that seniors leave their home begins to decline. 
This ultimately results in their inability to drive. 

This leads us to the crux of the problem: we must 
find affordable transportation that is handicapped 
accessible to allow our seniors the opportunity to 
lead a purpose-driven life and remain productive 
members of society.  If we have a system of 
transportation that was user friendly for seniors, 

they would be more willing to give up the keys to 
their car.

Policy (legislation and regulation) must change 
to allow for what once appeared to be disparate 
stakeholders breaking down barriers that previously 
limited coordination and working together.  
For change to be replicable across the State of 
Oklahoma in urban and rural areas, we must work 
with multiple stakeholders to create strategic 
alliances to coordinate transportation services for 
seniors.  Coordination can include volunteer, for-
profit and non-profit organizations, state, federal 
and local programs. 1 

Some suggestions would include the State of 
Oklahoma covering the liability insurance on 
church vehicles if used during the week for senior 
transportation in the community, as well as the 
insurance of those who volunteer to drive.  This 
allows a network of vehicles to be made available 
to move seniors from their homes to locations 
where they can interact with other generations, 
volunteer, become educated on new topics, 
maintain an active physical lifestyle, visit their 
physicians and get prescriptions.  The ultimate 
goal is to decrease social isolation and help seniors 
maintain their independence and purpose in life.  

In summary, coordinated transportation efforts will 
create successful aging, ultimately lowering the 
overall health care expenditures for seniors. 

Note 1: Funding sources could include: Title III Older Americans 
Act funds from the Administration on Aging; Funding from the 
localities served and local property tax revenues; Medicaid funds 
for transporting Medicaid-eligible clients; Section 5311 rural 
public transportation funds; Contracts with local human service 
agencies; Various other local funding sources including Community 
Development Block Grants.

Bibliography:
Successful Aging by John Wallis Rowe, M.D. and Robert L. Kahn, 
Ph.D. published by Random House (1998).

Seniors Benefit from Transportation Coordination Partnerships – A 
Toolbox, National Center on Senior Transportation (NCST)
http://seniortransportation.easterseals.com/site/DocServer/2.
ExecutiveSummary.pdf?docID=99983
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Section 4

AVIATION
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Our World Airport and the Future 
Mark Kranenburg, AAE, Airports Director, City of Oklahoma City

Will Rogers World Airport is one of the largest 
land mass airports in the country and provides 
Oklahoma City with a transportation hub ideally 
situated geographically and economically to 
support its core aviation business.  The airport is 
comprised of 8,100 acres, has three runways, and 
a 410,000 square foot terminal facility.  It is the 
largest small hub commercial airport according to 
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) serving 
over 3.7 million passengers each year on five 
different airlines to over 22 non-stop destinations. 

Will Rogers World Airport, owned by the City of 
Oklahoma City (City) is managed by the Oklahoma 
City Airport Trust (Airport Trust).  The Airport 
Trust is structured financially as 
an enterprise fund and is self-
supporting, in other words, it 
is not supported by taxes or the 
City’s general fund. 

This structure provides the Trust 
financial flexibility to fiscally 
manage its operations and 
capital, including the issuance of 
bonds without creating a burden 
on the City.  

The Airport Trust’s annual budget for FY 2014 
is approximately $116 million with $65 million 
planned for capital expenditures and includes the 
operations, maintenance and capital improvements 
for two other airports managed by the Airport 
Trust, Wiley Post Airport and Clarence E. Page 
Airport.  Many of the capital improvement projects 
for airfield and terminal projects are partially 
funded through federal grants.  

Most commercial airports in the country are 
dependent on airline revenue and airline related 
revenue categories for their main source of 
revenue.  At Will Rogers World Airport airline 
revenues account for only about 17 percent of 
the airport’s total revenues.  The Airport Trust’s 

primary sources of revenue comes from building 
rents, landing fees, airport parking, terminal 
concessions, oil and gas revenues, passenger 
facility charges, and Federal grants.      

The staff at Will Rogers World Airport manages 
over 430 leases, contracts, and agreements.  One 
of its major tenants is the FAA’s Mike Monroney 
Aeronautical Center, which leases over 1,000 
acres and is the largest U.S. Department of 
Transportation employment group outside 
Washington D.C.   

Other government tenants include the U.S. 
Marshalls Service, U.S. Customs and Border 

Protection which includes the 
Customs National Aviation 
Training Center, and a federal 
prison operated by the Federal 
Bureau of Prisons.  Other 
notable tenants are the Southwest 
Airlines Reservation Center, 
AAR, Atlantic Aviation, and 
over 70 other aviation support 
business and government offices.    

As Oklahoma City continues 
to thrive on its economic initiatives over the past 
20 years, Will Rogers World Airport has also 
moved forward as the gateway to the community 
for visitors to our great city.  In 2006 the airport 
completed a $110 million terminal renovation that 
today looks as nice as it did when it opened.  

A Terminal Update Planning Study has 
subsequently been conducted that includes 
central terminal improvements and a new east 
concourse with 8 gates, including one gate planned 
for international passenger traffic.  The 1,600 
chairs in the terminal are being refurbished and 
carpet replacement is planned for the fall 2013.  
Finally, the airport is out to bid on a $14 million 
upgrade to its checked baggage inspection system. 
Another major project in design is a $32 million 
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Consolidated Rental Car Facility needed to meet 
current rental car demand and the projected 
increase in passengers over the next 15 years.  

Will Rogers World Airport is fortunate to have a 
large amount of land to support its aviation needs.  
But there are also opportunities to support and 
encourage non-core business developments.  As 
such, the airport is taking advantage of this asset 
and created a Strategic Land Development Program 
focusing on a project to develop 1,000 acres 
located on the east side of the airport known as 
Lariat Landing.  

The development area, located just southwest of 
Oklahoma City’s central business district, provides 
access to the airports runway and taxiway system 
and easy access to major highway transportation 
routes.  The project’s vision is to enhance the 
economic strength 
and stability of 
the airport and the 
region.  The goals 
are to enhance the 
airports reputation as 
a center for aviation, 
provide a long-
term, self-sustaining 
revenue source for 
the Airport Trust, and 
create jobs.  

The development area will be a mixed-use 
development with an emphasis on aviation uses, 
our core business.  Areas for non-aviation industrial 
and commercial uses are designated to support 
aviation related businesses.  A retail village or town 
center is planned as a gateway to the development 
to support uses such as an office campus, hotels and 
conference centers, restaurants, and entertainment 
venues.  The spine road for the development will 
be the realignment of Portland Avenue, a main 
thoroughfare that will be four lanes for much of the 
roadway with medians, landscaping, and esplanade 
lighting.  The $15 million roadway project is 
funded mainly by the Airport Trust with City bond 
funds contributing nearly $6 million. 

Unfortunately Airports are subject to the ups and 
downs in the airport and airline industry.  During 
the decade from 2000 through 2010 the airport 
suffered two downturns which had nothing to 
do with the airport.  Of course 9/11 had the most 
dramatic effect on the aviation industry and has 
forever changed commercial aviation.  

Just as the airport began to recover from the drop 
of passenger boardings as a result of 9/11, high 
fuel prices in 2008 occurred when oil prices went 
to $150 a barrel.  No airline business model can 
survive on $150 barrel oil, so airlines cut capacity 
at airports across the country, including Will 
Rogers World Airport.

Now that Will Rogers World Airport is bouncing 
back again with record passenger numbers, another 
looming threat emerges that no one saw coming. 

The uncertainty of 
“Sequester” has 
hit the aviation 
industry first.  With 
air traffic controller 
furloughs, the 
closure of controller 
midnight shifts at 
some airports, and the 
planned closure of 
149 federal contract 

control towers temporarily mitigated due to recent 
legislation, the federal FY 2014 budget could put 
these same issues back into play.  

One of the main issues airports face is that they 
must react to events not within their control.  
Whether it is the economy, airline mergers or 
bankruptcies, unfunded government mandates 
from FAA, TSA or environmental agencies, or any 
number of other fronts, the airport must be able to 
adapt to changing situations.  Will Rogers World 
Airport has dealt with these “bumps” in the road 
and continues to plan for the future by creating 
an airport that gives first time visitors a great 
passenger experience and positive first impression 
of Oklahoma City. 
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Aviation: The First World Wide Web 
Victor Bird, Director, Oklahoma Aeronautics Commission

Today, we take it for granted that we 
can get on an airplane in Oklahoma 
City and go halfway around the world 
to Singapore in a little over 24 hours. 
Hard to believe that it was just 80 
years ago in 1933 that it took famed 
Oklahoma aviator, Wiley Post, 7 days 
and 19 hours to become the first pilot 
to fly solo around the world. Like-
wise, it is rather amazing to consider 
that in a brief span of 66 years, we 
went from the first flight at Kitty 
Hawk of 12 seconds and 120 feet to 
landing on the moon, 239,000 miles away in a little 
over 3 days. 

No wonder that none other than Bill Gates has said, 
“[t]he Wright Brothers created the greatest cultural 
force since the invention of writing. The airplane 
became the first world wide web, bringing people, 
languages, ideas, and values together.”

The U.S. has the most extensive and safest air 
transportation system in the world with just under 
20,000 airport or landing facilities ranging from 
large commercial airports serving millions of pas-
sengers to small grass strips accommodating only a 
few aircraft annually. About 5,300 of these airports 
are open to the public, and 500 of these offer com-
mercial service. The vast majority of these airports, 
a little over 4,900, are general aviation airports.  

U.S. airlines carried over 800 million passengers in 
2012. General aviation with almost 230,000 aircraft 
in its fleet was the biggest “airline”, carrying 166 
million passengers and logging 30 million flight 
hours, 70% of which was for business use. U.S. 
airlines, scheduled and unscheduled, carried more 
than 62 billion revenue ton-miles in 2012. 

A key catalyst for economic growth, civil avia-
tion is an integral part of the U.S. economy. It has 
a profound influence on our quality of life and 
touches nearly every aspect of our lives. Civil avia-

tion has enabled small communities and 
rural areas to become part of the global 
marketplace by linking such communi-
ties with worldwide centers of com-
merce. Runways have become the new 
main streets for cities and towns that are 
emerging from the recession. 

Civil aviation supports 10 million jobs, 
contributes over $1 trillion in economic 
activity, and accounts for over 5% of 
U.S. GDP. Aircraft engines, equipment 

and parts produced in the U.S. run up a 
trade surplus of over $70 billion, and have been the 
top net export for most of the last decade.

As noted, a business or leisure traveler can de-
part from Oklahoma City and get to Singapore in 
24 hours. Any place on the globe is reasonably 
and quickly accessible to a traveler from any of 
Oklahoma’s three commercial airports, OKC Will 
Rogers, Tulsa International, and Lawton-Ft. Sill 
Regional. Equally important is the network of 
Oklahoma’s 137 general aviation airports spread 
across our state that provide businesses using 
general aviation (commonly referred to as business 
aviation) access to communities across the nation. 
Business aviation serves 5,300 airports, 10 times 
the number served by commercial airlines. 

This allows point-to-point access to almost any-
where in the U.S., and in some instances, the 
world; and the fastest way from point A to point B 
is a plane. It is because of this that our most promi-
nent employers—Devon Energy, OG&E, Love’s, 
Chesapeake Energy, the Chickasaw Nation, Sea-
board Foods, ConocoPhillips, University of Okla-
homa, Oklahoma State University, the Choctaw 
Nation, Koch Industries (Georgia-Pacific)—utilize 
general aviation. These businesses know that time 
is money and their use of general aviation saves 
time, increases productivity, competiveness and ef-
ficiency. Today, business does indeed come calling 
in an airplane.
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The U.S. aviation system, the 
envy of the world, did not just 
happen magically. It took years, 
indeed decades of research, 
planning, and the investment 
at the federal and state levels 
to implement new technologies 
and planning to meet the needs 
of society and commerce in our 
nation and Oklahoma. Today, 
the evidence suggests that we 
may not have the same com-
mitment to the vision and hard 
work that made our aviation 
system preeminent among the 
others in the world.

The federal deficit, sequestration, continuing 
resolutions (or the failure to timely pass even 
those), the dwindling Airport & Airway Trust Fund 
(AATF), the failure to fully implement the Next-
Gen air traffic management system, the erosion of 
revenues dedicated to aviation in Oklahoma due 
to a smorgasbord of tax exemptions and the low-
est aviation fuel tax in the nation, 8/100ths of 1 
penny, are all obstacles to maintaining our aviation 
system, and making the needed improvements to 
ensure that it remains the preeminent system meet-
ing our growing demands. These are big problems 
that require big thinking and big solutions.

The federal deficit is an issue requiring exclusive 
consideration. The same might be said for seques-
tration since it is the unwanted child of the deficit. 

Sequestration’s negative impact upon aviation, 
however, can be prevented through political leader-
ship that will not allow it to: threaten the air traffic 
control system that makes our skies the safest; 
further delay the replacement of the WW II-era air 
traffic management system with NextGen a modern 
satellite-based air traffic  system that will ensure 
the safest skies, expanded capacity, and reduced 
fuel consumption and carbon footprint; or do any 
further harm to the FAA Airport Improvement Pro-
gram (AIP) that is critical to the maintenance and 
development of airport infrastructure to meet our 
growing demands.

The concern about the AIP 
is closely related to the 
uncommitted balance of 
the AATF that has steadily 
decreased since 2001 due 
to 9/11 and the 2008 reces-
sion. AATF expenditures 
have exceeded revenues 
for the last 11 years. The 
amount of general appro-
priation from Congress to 
cover the difference has 
steadily increased over 
these years. 

This trend must be re-
versed now by Congress 

and the President. Doing this will be difficult but 
must be done. Airlines have unbundled fees for the 
last several years. 

Baggage fees are the norm now but are not subject 
to the 7.5% ticket tax that goes into the AATF. If 
baggage fees would have been subject to this tax, 
an additional $248 million would have gone into 
the AATF in 2010 according to GAO. 

Eliminating programs like Essential Air Service 
(EAS), a vestige of the days of airline regulation, 
would have saved the FAA $815 million between 
2012 and 2016. Stopping the fuel tax diversion 
in which $50 million annually is going to the 
Highway Trust Fund that should be going into 
the AATF. Raising the Passenger Facility Charge 
(PFC) from the $4.50 that Congress has capped it 
at for over a decade would provide a valuable ad-
ditional revenue source for local airports for airport 
infrastructure projects.

These are hard choices, but Americans relish doing 
things that are hard. We are still the only nation that 
has landed a man on the moon and returned him 
safely to the Earth. 

Surely, we are up to the challenge of ensuring that 
our air transportation system remains the preemi-
nent one in the world. Will any less be acceptable? 
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Passenger Rail Services 
Chris Baughman, Political Science Major, OSU-Tulsa, Yakima, WA

Chris Baughman is a native of Yakima, 
WA now living in Tulsa. He is a Junior 
in the College of Arts and Sciences 
at Oklahoma State University in 
Tulsa. His major is Political Science. 
He wrote this paper for his Political 
Science Class at OSU-Tulsa. It is one 
of five papers from that class selected 
for inclusion in this book. 

States today have, since the 1980s 
especially, had to endure greater 
expenditures than at any other time 
in history.  Social services, and the health care 
costs that are inherent to the system, comprise 
a majority of the budgetary concerns that state 
financial executives have to deal with every year.  
However, one of the most expensive outlays that 
states have to contend with is in the transportation 
sector.  While the means by which states fund 
their transportation projects vary, the fact is, 
transportation is a very important sector within 
every state.  Without the ability to move freight 
or people where they need to be, local economies 
could conceivably collapse.  

As an example, in 2007-2008, gasoline prices rose 
from an average of $2.98/gal. (Wilchins, 2007), 
to over $4.00/gal. (CNN.com, 2008).  While the 
average value of the consumer price index rose 
only 6.8% from 2006 to 2008, the costs of private 
transportation services rose by almost 6% (2006 
Consumer Price Index Detailed Report) (2008 
Consumer Price Index Detailed Report) in the 
same time period.  Some believe that this rise in 
gas prices hastened the economic crisis that struck 
the U.S. in 2007, with more money being spent on 
filling gas tanks, cuts in family budgets had to be 
made somewhere, and when given the choice to 
make a house payment a bit late or fill up the car so 
you can get to work for another week, the gas tank 
usually wins out.  

With transportation costs increasing every year 
as gas prices rise, other means of transportation 

outside the traditional utilization 
of state highway systems must 
be examined in order to create a 
stable environment for state and 
local economies to grow relatively 
unimpeded by the inevitable growth 
of fuel prices.  One of the available 
options open to states is the often 
overlooked high speed rail system 
similar to that which developed nations 
in Europe and Asia enjoy.  The intent 
of this paper is to show that while it 

is an expensive initial investment, high 
speed rail opens connected cities to economic 
opportunities that cannot be fulfilled using our 
current outdated and crumbling highway system.  

In order for Oklahoma to remain competitive 
outside the oil industry, new modes of 
transportation must be adopted and utilized to take 
advantage of its centrally located position within 
the country.  

When deciding how to proceed with integrating 
high speed rail into existing transportation 
infrastructure, it is important to determine the 
needs of the state or municipality.  In the current 
economic climate, some states may prefer to utilize 
existing rail infrastructure.  Other states, who  
have the funding, either through private-public 
partnerships, bonds, federal grants, tax revenues, 
or some mix of those, may opt to build a dedicated 
passenger system, which leaves existing rail 
available for freight transportation.  

Tilt Trains
In the event that a state wishes to save money by 
using existing infrastructure, there are options 
available that provide speeds close to that of the 
fastest high speed systems.  One in particular is 
called a tilting train system.  This type of high 
speed system allows for greater speeds than 
standard passenger rail can generate; although 
many trains never actually reach it because of 
the current state of the rail system, Amtrak trains 
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can reach top speeds of approximately 100mph 
(Amtrak.com), while on properly designed tracks, 
tilt trains can reach speeds upwards of 145mph 
(Zaidi, 2007).  

Figure a (below): Example of a tilt train

The benefits to a tilt train system are, for the most 
part, pretty obvious.  First, and likely the benefit 
at the forefront of most transportation decisions, 
is the cost.  Tilt trains utilize existing train tracks, 
although because of the precise nature of the 
system, some accommodations must be made in the 
design of the curves (Zaidi, p. 8).  

While the costs to upgrade the tracks are minimal 
compared to other systems, tilt trains sit on a 
specially designed gyroscope system. This allows 
the train to tilt into a turn, keeping your drink 
from flying off the table.  This kind of system can 
be found in Germany, Italy, Finland, Portugal, 
Slovenia, England, Switzerland, and Norway 
(Zaidi, p. 8).  
 
Figure b (below): Maglev train and its track system

Maglev Trains
Should a state acquire the funding, or desire 
the prestige of a more environmentally friendly 
system, Magnetic Levitation (Maglev) is the way 
to go.  Maglev trains operate on the principal of 
magnetic forces acting against each other.  These 
trains levitate above the track, eliminating the wear 
and tear friction causes, allowing maglev trains to 
achieve much greater speeds than most track based 
systems.  

Maglev trains can travel at speeds approaching 
300mph (Coren, 2013).  The largest drawback 
to a maglev system system, however, is the cost. 
Because of the highly sophisticated nature of the 
maglev technology, both the tracks and the train are 
unique and cannot be integrated into existing rail 
lines, which means that the entire system must be 
built from the ground up.  

Per mile, the cost of maglev can range anywhere 
from $5-100 million (Coren, 2013), quite a wide 
margin in costs, but depending on the values of the 
government, the expense can be well worth it in the 
long run.  Because of the way in which the system 
is designed, the train “grabs” the track, so there is 
no risk of derailment.  And because of there is no 
friction in the system, tracks are less likely to need 
replacing and/or maintenance.  Also, the system is 
run entirely on electricity, so there are no emissions 
to worry about, thus the need to meet federal 
emissions standards is easily accomplished.  Lack 
of an engine and the fuel necessary to move the 
train makes it lighter and faster as well. 
 
Another possible downside to the system is the 
specialization required to build and maintain it.  
However, this could also be seen as a boon for job 
creation within the state, after all, a large scale 
project would require a great many people to do 
the work.  Where traditional passenger rail and 
the tilt train system are very similar, a maglev 
system requires a more specially trained workforce, 
which means a new sector of employment opens 
up to those who qualify.  This also opens up 
opportunities for technical training at community 
colleges in cities that have maglev, bringing in 
much needed funds to support them.  
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Regardless of the system put in place, the big 
question is, how does high speed rail benefit the 
state and the communities that are connected?  An 
obvious answer is that people can move between 
cities faster by high speed rail than by car.  Yet this 
movement of people opens up greater economic 
opportunities.  One of the best ways to increase 
tourism is to make it easier for people to get to you.  
If an individual living in Tulsa wants to take in a 
Oklahoma City Thunder game, they often have to 
make the almost two hour drive themselves at an 
average speed of 65mph.  Even utilizing the tilt 
train system could reduce the travel time by over an 
hour at speeds averaging 145mph.  Not only is time 
saved, but the cost of fuel and vehicle maintenance 
is saved as well.  This is just the tip of the iceberg; 
the more cities that are connected to a high speed 
rail system, the more people are available to spend 
tourism dollars.  

The Heartland Flyer
As an example of the kinds of returns that are 
possible, let’s examine the Heartland Flyer that 
runs from Oklahoma City to Fort Worth, Texas.  
The Heartland Flyer route is managed by Amtrak 
and travels at an average speed of 65mph.  The 
service was initiated in June of 1999, and early 
estimates figured that the first year of the route 
would serve about 20,000 people.  By the end of 
the first year the Flyer had accommodated over 
71,000 passengers, and by August of 2012, the 
line was projected to carry over 90,000 passengers 
at the end of the year.  The Flyer runs one round 
trip of 412 miles per day, leaving at 8:25am and 
returning at 9:39 pm.  

According to a report written by the Tulsa Advisory 
Committee to Oklahoma State’s Eastern Flyer 
Passenger Rail Task force, Texas and Oklahoma 
invested a combined amount of $3.95 million.  In 
2012, the return on that investment in consumer 
spending was estimated to be about $18 million 
dollars (Westcott & Kos, p. 8), of which $1.4 
million was paid in local taxes (Hamilton, 2012).  
Even if the Heartland Flyer is conventional rail, it 
proves that the interest in rail service is tangible 
and that demand is growing, meaning greater 
economic opportunities for the cities along the line.  

The advantages of utilizing a high speed rail 
system extend to the state highway system as well.  
With fewer cars using the highway system, time 
and money spent on maintenance projects would 
decrease, and the savings realized could be put to 
use in other state transportation projects.  Critics of 
the Oklahoma State Department of Transportation 
claim that due to the entrenched views of the 
contractors who control the market on highway 
projects, it is likely that plans to add additional 
passenger rail lines in the state of Oklahoma will 
take a long time (Hamilton, 2012).  So, how can 
advocates for high speed rail get the contractors on 
their side?  Build more rail lines. 
 
The idea of laying more railroad tracks may seem 
counter-intuitive, however more rail lines would 
serve to solve a few problems.  First, and most 
importantly, the system of tracks in Oklahoma has 
been acclimated to serve the needs of the freight 
industry; out of the over 3,700 miles of track in 
Oklahoma, the state only controls 23%, or 869 
miles (Parsons Brinckerhoff, 2010, p. 12), the rest 
is owned and operated by the Class I railroads of 
Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF), Kansas City 
Southern (KCS), and Union Pacific (UP) (Parsons 
Brinckerhoff, 2012, pp. ES-2, ES-3).  

The 23% of track that the state owns it charges 
smaller Class III railroads to use; these smaller 
railroads provide support to the larger companies 
by moving small amounts of freight they are unable 
to dedicate resources to.  If Oklahoma wants to 
provide reliable commuter service, dedicated 
passenger tracks are required.  In order to get the 
transportation contractors to sign on, the state 
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could offer the initial phase of the project to these 
contractors, who would then be responsible for 
leveling and preparing the route for the actual 
tracks.  

With state ownership of these additional tracks 
dedicated to passenger service, the state could 
provide for maintenance and charge the private 
rail companies for the use of the tracks.  Dedicated 
tracks for passenger rail also alleviates the burden 
on the big three freight companies that own and 
operate their own tracks.  

In fact, it is the belief of the Tulsa Advisory 
Committee that BNSF, because of its relationship 
with Amtrak, would only allow Amtrak to use its 
tracks for passenger service, so the likelihood of 
outside private companies being able to utilize 
BNSF routes is very remote (Westcott & Kos, p. 
11).  

Through the addition of more railway tracks, the 
state gains an advantage in future applications for 
federal aid to fund high speed rail projects and 
acquires another supplemental source of revenue 
that could conceivably be used to support the 
maintenance of those same railroad tracks.  

Another reason to have dedicated passenger tracks 
is because of Oklahoma’s centralized location, 
it is at the heart of the crossroads of the country.  
Because of this, Oklahoma becomes a bridge for 
much of the freight that travels by all modes of 
transportation; air, water, road, and rail.  In fact, 

much of what is consumed here in Oklahoma is 
brought in by train, almost 29% of the total weight 
moved into the state is done by rail (Parsons 
Brinckerhoff, 2012, p. 80).  

In order to augment the growth in freight transport 
by rail that Oklahoma has experienced over the 
last few decades, maintaining dedicated lines for 
the freight industry is key.  Its central location 
means that partnerships with neighboring states 
is critical to any “future improvements in moving 
freight within and through the state” (Parsons 
Brinckerhoff, 2012, p. 80).  

The 2002 Carter-Burgess Study
In 2002, Carter Burgess published a study that 
examined the costs involved in building a high 
speed rail corridor between Tulsa and Oklahoma 
City.  In the study, two options were considered, 
the Turner Turnpike corridor, and the Southern 
Corridor Alignment.  The report is extremely 
detailed and tries to estimate the costs for acquiring 
land, environmental processes, as well as the 
materials needed to complete the entire project.  
For the Turnpike project alone, Carter Burgess 
provides four alternatives, the costs of which 
range from about $800 million to almost $1 billion 
(Carter Burgess, pp. 19-23).  When looking at these 
price tags, the question inevitably arises about how 
to pay for a project like this.  

Tax revenue is an obvious choice, however given 
the current economic climate, straight income/
sales tax increases are not exactly a popular option.  
However, there are other options open to the state 
that don’t involve across the board increases.  For 
instance, Oklahoma enjoys one of the most lenient 
gasoline taxes at 16 cents/gal.  In 2012, the state 
collected approximately $301 million in revenues 
just from gasoline taxes, that’s roughly 18.8 billion 
gallons of fuel.  Had the tax been increased by two 
cents, a 12.5% increase, given the same amount of 
gasoline sold, the state would have brought in an 
additional $38 million in revenue.  

Over a ten year period and assuming the rate of 
consumption grows at an annual rate of .038%, 
which it did between 2011 and 2012, the potential 

	  

Figure c (below): The northern route is the 
Turnpike Corridor, the southern route is the 
Southern Corridor Alignment
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revenue totals approximately $467 million over 
what would have been earned at the 16 cent/
gal rate.  The additional revenue from a two cent 
increase in the gasoline tax over ten years would 
pay for more than half of the least expensive 
Oklahoma City/Tulsa corridor option.  
 
One of the trends that have emerged in recent 
studies examines a concept known as the public-
private partnership (PPP).  PPP allows members of 
the private sector to invest capital in state projects.  
Until recently, this type of revenue stream had 
been illegal under Oklahoma state law.  Generally, 
the state will negotiate with private sector entities 
willing to contribute to specific projects to 
determine how the two will split the expenses.  

In the Tulsa Advisory Committee report, members 
concluded that a likely investment from the private 
sector would be in the form of providing the 
necessary locomotives and coaches (Westcott & 
Kos, p. 7) to run on the route. 

Other ways in which the private sector could 
donate capital for the OKC/Tulsa corridor could 
be contractors building certain lengths of track 
at no cost to the state, companies providing 
equipment/labor at no cost, or perhaps trucking 
companies hauling freight at no charge.  Now, it 
is not suggested that a company provide an entire 
project’s worth of labor/materials for free, but a 
few miles of track, one or two pieces of monitoring 
equipment, even a few truckloads of materials 
provided at no cost would contribute to the savings 
benefits a private-public partnership could provide.  

Private companies are not the only source of 
savings for state projects.  In most cases, it is 
inevitable that a transportation project is going 
to cross through a municipality.  In the case of 
the OKC/Tulsa high speed rail corridor, there 
are communities that the route is likely to cross 
through.  While these communities are not capable 
of commanding a budget the size of Tulsa, it is 
likely that they will lobby to bring stops to their 
towns, with the purpose of taking advantage of any 
tourism dollars that commuter rail brings; most 
every small city in Oklahoma would be lucky to 

have their own Heartland Flyer, with its 90,000+ 
annual tourists and millions of dollars, come 
through their towns.  

So, what then is the final word on passenger rail in 
Oklahoma?  The benefits are great should the state 
effectively initiate a high-speed rail project.  The 
most modern option available is the maglev train.  
Clipping along at speeds between 200-300mph, a 
maglev system between Tulsa and Oklahoma City 
could reduce travel times to about 30-20 minutes 
respectively.  Even with the less expensive tilt 
train system, speeds could reach over 150mph with 
modern equipment, meaning a 45 minute journey 
between the two cities.  

The economic impacts of a HSR system are 
great.  Connected cities will generate greater 
revenues through increased tourism.  Instead 
of freight, rail lines in Oklahoma will come to 
represent the movement of people; faster travel 
times mean more face to face meetings between 
companies and municipalities, possibly bringing 
outside companies in to establish warehouses, 
headquarters, retail centers, office buildings, etc.  
HSR also allows employees to seek opportunities 
in other cities, reciprocally opening doors for 
companies not able to find qualified employees 
where they reside.  

It has been circulated recently, that the city of Tulsa 
has been approached to present a proposal to host 
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the 2024 Summer Olympics, with a serious lobby 
effort beginning in 2014 (Stoycoff, 2013).  This 
makes the introduction of a HSR system between 
OKC and Tulsa even more important.  Tulsa 
currently lacks the hotel space to accommodate 
the massive influx of tourists, with a HSR 
connecting Tulsa to OKC, Tulsa need not build 
additional hotels that may go unused after the 
Olympics conclude.  Spectators could get rooms 
in Oklahoma City, and on a 200mph maglev train, 
get to downtown Tulsa in thirty minutes; not much 
longer than a commute through downtown could 
conceivably take given an influx of 40,000 tourists 
and the additional security that would be required 
to ensure everyone’s safety.   

One can only imagine the tax dollars that could be 
generated by hosting an event of this significance.  
The transportation needs of the state would be 
severely hindered given its current state, should 
Tulsa manage to bring the Olympics to Oklahoma.  

Paying for a project of this scope is not without 
difficulties, however.  Oklahoma has a generous 
gasoline tax, even raising it two cents could pay 
for a third, or more, of the least expensive options 
currently available.  If Oklahoma could generate 
funds of this order, the federal government is 
more likely to help invest in the project, the rest 

could be made up through increases in revenues 
elsewhere, possibly through freight taxes in ports 
and rail stations, or by utilizing more of the state’s 
transportation budget.  

In addition to state and federal funds, the private 
sector should be allowed to invest, as more cities 
are connected, they stand a good chance to benefit 
as well.  This can be done in the form of direct 
investment, via cash investment, or through the 
donation of transportation, manpower, or materials.  

Summary
In the end, HSR is an expensive, but very powerful 
economic tool.  For the last few decades, the 
internet has vastly increased the ability for people 
to move information.  

While information is important, people still remain 
an integral piece of the economy.  President 
Eisenhower had the foresight to connect the 
country through the Interstate Highway system, 
which has proven itself to be a force of economic 
power in its own right.  

As the highway system was the great transportation 
project of the 20th century, high-speed rail is the 
great transportation project of the 21st century.  It’s 
time for people to move farther, faster.  
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Short Haul Freight: The AR&OK RR 
Chad Donoley, Industrial Development, Arkansas-Oklahoma Railroad

In the years 1980-1983, Governor George Nigh 
purchased over 600 miles of railroads that were 
mostly slated to be sold for scrap for 22 million 
dollars. Nigh, who grew up in McAlester at the 
crossroads of the Rock Island and Katy rail lines, 
knew the railroads had the potential to become a 
viable transport method again, despite the rise of 
the interstates and large growth in the trucking 
industry. 

Many legislators questioned the legality of the 
state government venturing so deeply into private 
industry, especially one that was collapsing at the 
rate the railroads were. 
Today, the cost to rebuild 
the tracks Neigh saved 
would total over 600 
million dollars. 

The move created a 
dichotomy where tracks 
that were once operated 
by large corporations 
in Chicago and Kansas 
City soon became 
“short lines” overseen 
by the state department 
of transportation’s rail 
division. 

The operators would market new business and give 
the state revenue derived from each rail car. At the 
end of a lease term, the short line would have the 
option to purchase the line at the price the state 
paid for it, having marketed and rebuilt it at its own 
expense.  

Aren’t all railroads basically the same?
There are 3 class one railroads in Oklahoma: The 
Union Pacific (UP), Burlington Northern Santa 
Fe (BNSF) and Kansas City Southern (KCS). 
Class one railroads main mode of operation is 
high velocity trains between large cities with some 
smaller switching operations for customers away 

from their main lines. There are 18 short line 
railroads in the state. They are defined as having 
revenues of less than 24 million dollars.

For most municipalities, having rail access into an 
industrial park enables them to compete to attract 
business who are dependent on railroad access to 
their facilities, meaning most of their products are 
shipped out or received via railroad.  

The consultant hired to research the property will 
research the rail connection to find out what type 
of connection the rail line has. The consultant will 

ask how many days a 
week the railroad serves 
the industrial park visits, 
because if they visit 
frequently, the costs of 
operation are lowered 
because there is less 
need for warehousing 
and less delay when 
customers are waiting 
for the product.  

If it is a short line carrier 
is serving the park, the 
consultant will ask what 

class one railroads they connect to and if they go 
to certain cities where the business will need to 
transport product to and from.  Having two or more 
class one connection to the short line that serves 
the property could open more market access and 
flexibility to change class one shippers if there is a 
shutdown of any facilities on the current class one 
that supplies the business. 

For instance, if a windmill plant in Tula is 
receiving steel from a mill in Houston via BNSF 
railroad and the steel mill closes, the plant may 
have to switch to a steel mill in Little Rock who is 
served by the Union Pacific. If the windmill plant 
is served by a short line that connects to both, the 
switch from BNSF to UP will be easy. If it is only 
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served by BNSF, additional shipping charges will 
be incurred when the BNSF has to hand off the cars 
to the UP, much like using both Fed Ex and UPS in 
an attempt to ship one letter. 

How do businesses save money shipping by rail?
For most businesses a basic rule of thumb is they 
would save .08 cents per ton/mile (total yearly 
tonnage multiplied by total yearly mileage)  if 
they are shipping or receiving a large volume 
of products (usually over 10,000 tons per year) 
over a large distance (usually over 250 miles).  
Multiplying the tonnage by the mileage (10,000 
x 250) then multiplying by the average ton/mile 

savings (.08) gives the company an estimate of 
yearly savings ($200,000) 

Why can’t all the railroads carry passengers?
Passenger service enjoyed a long and distinguished 
history in the state until closing the mid seventies 
with expanding bus routes and the loss of revenue 
generating mail shipments that were carried with 
the passengers. The passenger routes that operated 
in the middle of the century were operated much 
like a bus route with 3 trains a day serving most 
areas. 

Potential lawsuit and insurance costs coupled 
with the rise of air travel hobbled many railroad 
passenger routes, leading to the government 
creation of Amtrak. Amtrak has been operating at 
a loss nearly every year, but the losses are on par 
with subsidies to airports and highways to transport 
passengers.

When reviewing a new passenger route (For 
example, OKC to Tulsa) planners have to take into 
consideration the costs of insurance to cover every 
lawsuit that may arise out of a crash. The insurance 
costs may be over $500,000 a year just to operate. 

The track condition will also be a consideration as 
speeds will have to approach 65 miles an hour to 
compete with highway speeds, including several 
stops in smaller towns. When dealing with curves 
in the track that could slow the train down, many 
railroads in the last century “banked” the curves, 
which meant elevating one side of the track to hold 
the train level at high speeds.  

These challenges have prevented short lines from 
providing passenger service.
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Long Haul Freight: The BNSF RR 
Janet Black, BNSF Economic Development, Fort Worth, TX

The Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF)
For more than a century, BNSF Railway 
Company (BNSF) has played an important role in 
Oklahoma’s economy. 

As the state’s primary freight rail transporter, 
BNSF links Oklahoma’s agricultural industry to 
markets around the world. 

Annually, BNSF moves more than 36,000 carloads 
of wheat, soybeans, corn, and other agricultural 
products from Oklahoma on its TransCon and 
MidCon Corridors to facilities around the country 
for domestic use and to ports for export abroad. 
And we are helping Oklahoma farmers expand 
their markets by providing a vital transportation 
link for the state’s emerging ethanol industry. 

As a national leader in intermodal transportation 
(truck trailers and containers), BNSF delivers 
a wide variety of consumer products, packaged 
goods, paper products, mail, clothes, appliances, 
electronics, and automobiles to Oklahoma retailers 
and businesses. 

BNSF also delivers cleaner-burning Powder 
River Basin coal from Wyoming and Montana to 
provide the energy that helps power the Oklahoma 
economy, lumber and other building materials 
from the Northwest and the Southeast to satisfy 
construction demands throughout the state, and 
fertilizer from facilities around the country to feed 
crops on the Oklahoma plains. 

BNSF is assisting in the new energy plays in the 
western states with movement of drilling sands and 
pipe, as well as crude oil in tanker trains to pipeline 
intakes and refineries. 

In all, BNSF moves more than 4 million carloads 
of freight in Oklahoma annually. 

Products Shipped To Oklahoma 
In 2012, there were 139,995 carloads shipped from 
Oklahoma. Of these, 74% were industrial products 
and 24% agricultural products.

The Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad in Oklahoma
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Products Shipped From Oklahoma
In 2012, there were 167,569 carloads shipped from 
Oklahoma. Of these there were 49% coal, 43% 
industrial products, and 8% agricultural products. 
Only 266 carloads (0.2%) were consumer goods.

Capital Commitments 2013
In 2013, BNSF plans to invest approximately $4.1 
billion in capital expansion and maintenance across 
its system. 

In addition to maintaining and expanding its core 
network and related assets, BNSF also plans 
to acquire new locomotives, freight cars, and 
other equipment, as well as invest in intermodal 
expansion and efficiency projects to enhance 
productivity and velocity. Over the past three years, 
BNSF has invested more than $350 million in 
Oklahoma for capacity expansion and maintenance.

BNSF continually looks for ways to make already 
environmentally friendly freight rail transportation 
even cleaner, including the use of cleaner-burning, 
more fuel-efficient locomotives. 

And to help direct trains from one track to another, 
BNSF is oufitting our track switches with solar 
power. Since 2010, BNSF has been instrumental 
in locating 25 new or expanded facilities in 
Oklahoma, creating more than 100 jobs and more 
than $38 million in investments. Projects include 
Industrial Structures Inc. in Tulsa, the WB Johnston 
transload facilities in Enid and Shattuck, and the 
Farmers Cooperative Association grain shuttle 
facility in Eldorado. 

2012 Oklahoma Payroll
Total Payroll - $85,687,235; Employees - 1,236
Average Annual Wage - $69, 326

2012 Oklahoma Trackage
Route miles owned: 1,037; Route miles trackage 
rights: 372  
 
2012 Oklahoma Carloadings 
Originated: 139,995 ; Handled within state:  
4,206,003 ; Terminated:  167,569 
Major Facilities Rail Yards- Enid, Madill, 
Oklahoma City, Tulsa : Shops - Tulsa 

Coal Transportation (National)
About 10 percent of the electricity produced in 
the United States is generated from coal hauled 
by BNSF. More than 90 percent of the coal BNSF 
hauls comes from the Powder River Basin (PRB) in 
Wyoming and Montana and is 60 percent lower in 
sulfur than most other U.S. coal sources. 

Agricultural Shipping (National)
BNSF is one of the largest grain-hauling railroads 
in the United States. In fact, BNSF hauls enough 
grain to supply 900 million people with a year’s 
supply of bread. Approximately 50 percent of 
the agricultural commodities traffic BNSF hauls 
is transported to export points in the Pacific 
Northwest, Gulf of Mexico, Mexico and the Great 
Lakes. 

Consumer Goods (National)
Many items found in local retail stores, restaurants 
and automobile dealerships were shipped on a 
BNSF train. Each year BNSF moves about 10 
percent of the vehicles sold in the United States; 
enough canned beverages to supply every resident 
of New York City, Chicago and Los Angeles with 
a beverage a day; and enough sugar to bake 3 
million batches of cookies. 

Industrial Products (National)
BNSF is a leader in transporting forest products, 
chemicals, metals and other products that drive 
our economy. Each year BNSF transports enough 
lumber to build more than 500,000 homes; enough 
asphalt to lay a single lane road four times around 
the equator; and enough coiled sheet steel to lay 
the unrolled coils end to end 12 times between New 
York City and Seattle, WA.  
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Our “Ribbon Train” of Yesteryear (2006)
Craig Knutson (reprint from 2006 Town Hall)

George Ellogy was a character I created for 
the Prosperity Unleashed scenario at the 1998 
Academy Conference. George was created to 
represent a vision of what I/we hoped more 
Oklahoma youth might become – better educated, 
confident, engaged in the present, and more 
thoughtful about their futures.  

George was from Dewey, a small rural enclave 
in NE Oklahoma, but he interned at a Fortune 
500 company (Phillips, now Conoco-Phillips) 
and traveled the bullet train (The Ribbon) to rub 
shoulders with and to learn from the brightest and 
most influential at the University of Oklahoma’s 
Academic Hall of Fame.

The more philosophical opine that “you must 
first visualize to then realize.”  There are no time 
constraints to this view, but eight years after 
creating George, I wonder how close (or far away) 
we are to joining George on the “Ribbon Train.”

The greatest constraint to “Ribbon Realization” 
seems to be cost.  Yet, according to a report 
developed for the Southeast High Speed Rail 
Corridor,”“reconstructing, upgrading, and 
constructing rail lines between Washington and 
Charlotte is estimated to cost $2.6 billion, or about 
one-third less per mile than similar interstate 
projects.”  

Costs for new construction vary from state to state, 
and with Oklahoma’s relatively inexpensive land 
and construction costs, the overall costs for such a 
project would be modest by comparison. But the 
benefits, especially given the growing concerns of 
global warming and the historically high gasoline 
prices for private transportation vehicles, are 
numerous and compelling.  

According to the Environmental Law and Policy 
Center, high speed rail (HSR) has a number of 
plusses, which include:

• HSR pollutes less than both cars and airplanes, 
thus improving air quality (a growing problem 
in both OKC and Tulsa);

• HSR is three times more energy efficient than 
cars and six times more energy efficient than 
air airplanes;

• HSR will, as our major metropolitan areas have 
demonstrated, pull jobs, people, and businesses 
back into our major metropolitan areas, both of 
which have major downtown investment plans 
currently in progress;

• at distances of less than 400 miles 
(approximately 110 from downtown OKC 
to downtown Tulsa), HSR can deliver you 
downtown-to-downtown in less time, at a 
fraction of the cost, and in virtually all weather 
conditions;

• HSR systems are a safer and more reliable 
form of transportation; in Japan, with over 40 
years of operational experience and billions 
of passenger miles, their trains have had no 
fatalities and have arrived, on average, within 
24 seconds of schedule;

• with wide seats, fax machines, places to plug in 
your laptop computer, and food service, HSR is 
actually more convenient and allows for greater 
productivity than either cars of planes;

• HSR stations can become the focal points 
for commercial redevelopment and promote 
substantial new development in surrounding 
areas (e.g., Washington, D.C.);

• that development often leads to higher property 
values in and around HSR stations, a major 
revenue source for our K-12 school systems;
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• HSR networks pull together regional 
economies and promote intra-regional 
business growth (this is a major theme within 
the “Economic” section of this Resource 
Document);

• the development of HSR service can provide 
a significant boost to travel and tourism, 
facilitating weekend leisure trips to and 
between stops along the line; and

• HSR construction costs run significantly less 
than the cost of highway construction.

Major infrastructure projects like this require 
vision, patience, and a long-term commitment to 
Oklahoma’s future, for the timeframe from start 
to finish can run 8-12 years.  But as a commuter 
that travels from Norman to OKC and back each 
day, I can’t remember the last time I-35 WASN’T 
under construction.  So, it could be said that, I-35 
has never really been completed!!  For a state 
that measures success by job and income growth, 
which all but necessitates an increase in population, 
how, pray tell, can we fit even MORE vehicles on 
the Turner Turnpike, without generating greater 
congestion, increased fatalities, and greater 
pollution.  HSR offers a proven, reliable, and 
STEEP-improving solution, should we act NOW.  

And apparently, even the U.S. Government, back in 
2001, had OKC and Tulsa in its planned vision (see 
accompanying map). 

When we developed the guidelines for our authors 
to follow, we were each encouraged to think 
big, be bold.  Perhaps we took “ourselves” too 
seriously!  I’ve made my case for a major energy 
plant that is not in our current portfolio and that 
is environmentally more attractive than any of the 
resource-based alternatives, save wind.  Perhaps 
George will be the scientific architect behind the 
development of Oklahoma’s first nuclear energy 
plant.   I have now made my case for a major 
infrastructure investment that positively addresses 
each of the STEEP factors we’ve used as a 
backbone for this Town Hall.  Isn’t it time that we 
made George’s trip to the Academic Hall of Fame 
a reality.

Dreaming big is an essential first step to achieving 
great things.  If we are going to “bend the trends” 
of lackluster performance, a BIG DREAM is 
important. 

There is a saying from Frenchman Antoine de-Saint 
Exupery that reads:  “It is not for us to forecast the 
future, but to shape it.”  Don’t leave the Town Hall 
without sharing YOUR dream for Oklahoma.
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MY NOTES

MOVING OKLAHOMA
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Section 6

INFO-STRUCTURE
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“We aren’t going to need 20 lanes on the New 
Jersey Turnpike, or $100 billion high-speed rail 
lines, to save us from national gridlock.”
 
Among advocates of big government and 
Keynesian countercyclical stimulus, one subject 
keeps coming up: infrastructure. They’re always 
arguing the short- and long-term benefits of 
building new highways, bridges, tunnels, urban 
light-rail systems, or, the Holy Grail itself, a 
national high-speed rail network.

After all, proponents point out, Republican 
President Dwight Eisenhower’s support for the 
interstate highway system helped drive two 
generations of American growth. And scandal-
ridden though they were, federal subsidies 
greatly accelerated 
the development of 
transcontinental rail lines 
in the 19th century.

Going back even further, 
state governments backed 
ambitious projects like New York’s Erie Canal, 
which, when completed in 1825, created a 
navigable water route from the Atlantic Ocean to 
the Great Lakes.

No doubt some projects need doing, and 
President Eisenhower stood in a long line of 
Americans who believed that improving the 
infrastructure was a proper and important 
job of the federal government. When George 
Washington, Alexander Hamilton, Henry Clay, 
Daniel Webster, Abraham Lincoln and Theodore 
Roosevelt agree on something, they can’t all be 
wrong.

The question is no longer whether government 
has a role to play, but what that role is in today’s 
economy. In the 1820s and 1830s, many states 
jumped on the canal bandwagon after the success 
of the Erie Canal, but the arrival of the railroads 

Infostructure is the New Infrastructure
Walter Russell Mead, Bard College, Annandale, NY (Wall Street Journal, 10/15/12)

made that investment essentially worthless. 
Mule-drawn canal barges don’t compete with 
trains. Even the Erie Canal soon became 
more tourist attraction than working piece of 
infrastructure.

In today’s economy there are three big problems 
with the conventional case for infrastructure 
spending. The first is that nothing is shovel-ready 
anymore. Not-in-my-backyard, or “Nimby,” 
lawsuits and environmental requirements tie up 
significant projects for years if not decades.

In practical terms, this means that infrastructure 
can no longer serve a Keynesian, countercyclical 
function. Projects can’t be launched to provide 

jobs during a recession 
because by the time 
a project gets all the 
local, state and federal 
approvals, wins all the 
related lawsuits, and 
makes sure that all the 
nearby spotted owls 

and snail darters are protected, the recession is 
ancient history.

The second problem is that the handful of large 
firms active in this market tag-team legislators 
and governors with their labor-union allies to 
ensure that government contracts are gold-plated. 
The fatal combination of legal and administrative 
paralysis, plus crony capitalism, drives the cost 
of building new projects and maintaining what 
we have to levels at which potentially sensible 
projects make no sense. The taxes and tolls 
necessary to pay these exorbitant costs offset the 
economic advantages.

But the third problem is more fundamental. 
The infrastructure lobby believes that, from a 
transportation point of view, the 21st century will 
be an extension of the 20th.

“We don’t want to build the 21st-century 
equivalent of a new and improved national 
canal network. Infostructure rather than 
infrastructure should be the priority.”
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Thus Gov. Jerry Brown defends California’s 
indefensible high-speed rail boondoggle by 
arguing that without it, increased demand for 
travel along the dense Los Angeles-San Francisco 
corridor will lead to choked highways and 
hopelessly congested air corridors.

Is that really where things are headed? The 
Internet is dramatically reducing the importance 
of distance in human affairs. Email has 
rendered the local post office nearly obsolete. 
Hundreds of thousands of Americans are already 
telecommuting, and many more have launched 
Web-based businesses from home. People who 
used to make three trips a week to the mall do 
more of their shopping online.

Two things seem clear about the 21st century: 
Internet connectivity and bandwidth are going 
to improve so that today’s technologies behind 
services like Skype are going to change beyond 
recognition. Each generation of young people 
will be more accustomed to socializing and 
interacting online. We are going to have more, 
better and cheaper alternatives to traditional 
business and commuting travel patterns, and 
our society will find it more and more natural 
and desirable to shift from expensive, time-
consuming travel in “meat space” to doing 
business online.

More sophisticated computer technology will 
also allow us to use existing infrastructure more 
intensively and efficiently. This means better 
air-traffic control allowing more efficient use of 
runways, and self-driving “Google cars” (already 
in trial) allowing faster movement on existing 
road networks. We aren’t going to need 20 lanes 
in either direction on the New Jersey Turnpike by 
2050, or $100 billion high-speed rail projects, to 
save us from national gridlock.

The challenge isn’t to move more meat; it is 
to move more information more effectively, 
and to re-engineer business practices and 
social organization to take full advantage of 
the extraordinary efficiencies that the Internet 
affords. The rush-hour rituals of the 20th century 
aren’t destined to continue to the end of time. 
Telecommuting, flextime and mini-commutes to 
satellite offices will change the way we work.

Lobbying for more highways and high-speed 
rail misses the point. What’s needed instead 
is support for advancing the Information Age 
economy. Government policy could reward 
companies that promote telecommuting and 
teleconferencing, for example, or otherwise 
facilitate the transition. (Greens take note: These 
and other business-friendly policies would reduce 
greenhouse-gas emissions.)

There is still much work to do to build the 
information superhighways we will need to 
compete in this century and the defense systems 
that can protect them against cyberattack. 
Government will have a significant role to play in 
creating a suitable regulatory structure and policy 
framework to accelerate this process. Yes, our 
existing roads, bridges and highways should be 
maintained, and in some cases enhanced. Even 
so, more physical infrastructure isn’t our main 
need at this point.

We don’t want to build the 21st-century 
equivalent of a new and improved national canal 
network. Infostructure rather than infrastructure 
should be the priority.

Mr. Mead is a professor of foreign affairs and 
humanities at Bard College. His blog, Via Meadia, 
appears at the American Interest Online.
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Springtime for Broadband 
Holman Jenkins, Jr., Wall Street Journal, April 2, 2013

Every American in his own way 
will mark the occasion of Julius 
Genachowski’s stepping down from the 
Federal Communications Commission. 
Some will light candles. Some will adjust 
themselves slightly in their seats and say 
“Who?”

Mr. Genachowski, as all retiring bureaucrats do, 
says he’s leaving his bailiwick in fine shape. He 
can hardly be heard, though, over the moaning of 
Washington’s broadband policy circus. Charges 
fly hourly that Google, Netflix, Comcast or some 
other company is guilty of gross insult to net 
neutrality (that sacred principle nobody can define). 
Oregon Sen. Ron Wyden has introduced legislation 
to regulate data caps and Internet pricing. Law 
professor Susan Crawford, until recently a White 
House technology adviser, clearly craves to be 
America’s next go-to talking head on broadband. 
Lately she’s been everywhere calling for a 
crackdown on the competing “monopolists” who 
supply Internet access.

What’s going on? It’s true America has been 
through an uncertain patch in its 15-year broadband 
rollout. Cable operators invested in higher-speed 
services, but the phone companies have been 
reluctant to spend on DSL or fiber upgrade, despite 
the big profits on offer.

The great recession didn’t help, and two other 
factors also compute. Fixed broadband providers 
tell themselves wireless isn’t a competitor—too 
slow, too costly. But wireless providers have 
invested big money to deploy high-speed mobile 
networks, and fixed and mobile are inevitably 
beginning to compete. The latest evidence: 
Australia recently predicted that up to 30% of 
households will go the all-wireless route and won’t 
be customers for its vaunted national broadband 
project.

A second factor is uncertainty over the 
future of TV, which paid for so much of 
America’s broadband rollout to date. The 
showstopper in a word: Netflix.

Still, in typical fashion, cries of 
“broadband stagnation” are bubbling 

into public awareness just as these worries are 
becoming obsolete. In fact, animal spirits are 
stirring again. In the latest federal survey, the 
average broadband speed in America is up to 15.6 
megabits per second, from 14.3 a year earlier. 
Nearly half of customers who six months ago made 
do with one megabit or less have now moved up to 
higher speeds. Since 2009, the U.S. has gone from 
22nd fastest Internet to the eighth fastest.

Or look at Intel: Its forthcoming over-the-top 
TV product, which has set the tech industry 
a-twittering, is a bet not only on growing 
bandwidth availability but also on the inability 
of cable-like incumbents to block new TV 
competitors. Look at cable pioneer John’s Malone’s 
big new investment in Charter Communications 
. Charter’s CEO Tom Rutledge hardly fulfills the 
stereotype of the cable CEO who wants to deprive 
his highly profitable broadband customers of faster 
speeds in order to protect his barely-breaking- even 
TV business.

As Mr. Rutledge explains in every meeting with 
investors, he loves it when his customers use 
bandwidth-hogging services like Netflix—”the 
more the merrier”—because it accentuates cable’s 
superiority over satellite.

According to the Information Technology and 
Innovation Foundation, 20 million miles of 
fiber were laid in America last year. AT&T just 
announced it will taper down its stock buybacks in 
order to pay for more broadband investments. The 
day may come when even Verizon, which visibly 
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soured on its $23 billion FiOS bet, rediscovers an urge to invest in fixed broadband infrastructure to meet 
growing consumer lust for hi-def services.

The net neutrality crazies and other Washington attention-seekers like to rail about the supposedly 
exorbitant profits cable operators are minting on their built-out broadband systems. The critics exaggerate 
but they might also ask themselves: Don’t we want broadband to be profitable in order to attract 
investment?

The crazies might also notice that data caps, or what is properly called “price discrimination,” is the 
opposite of anticompetitive. It’s what fiercely competitive businesses (e.g., the airlines) do to turn non-
customers into customers to help defray a network’s fixed costs.

More fun than digging into the nitty-gritty, of course, is playing on stereotypes of evil, monopolizing 
corporations. Yet the standard rhetoric is not illuminating of any real problem. AT&T spent five years 
fighting lawsuits to install sidewalk utility boxes in order to bring its high-speed U-verse service to San 
Francisco. Only last summer did a judge finally clear the last obstacle.

Google touts its Kansas City fiber project as somehow transforming the economics of broadband. But 
Google had hundreds of towns vying for its attention and naturally chose a city that waived the usual 
regulatory burdens, hassles and taxes that befall companies trying to wire a neighborhood.

These same hassles, by the way, also inhibit the siting of new cell towers. A low-tech way to stir up 
broadband competition would be to relax the regulatory obstacles to the actual physical provision of 
broadband.
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Municipal Broadband 
Anna E. Geary, Communications Coordinator, TEEM, Oklahoma City

Anna is an Edmond native. She wrote 
this paper for her Political Science 
Class at OSU-Tulsa. It is one of five 
papers from that class selected for 
inclusion in this book. 

Last May she graduated from 
OSU School of Media & Strategic 
Communications with an Honors 
Degree in Strategic Communication, 
and a minor in Political Science. Anna 
is employed as PR & Communications 
Coordinator at The Education and 
Employment Ministry (TEEM), an Oklahoma City-
based nonprofit organization offering free services 
to at-risk adults looking to better their lives and 
community via substantial full-time employment. 

Whether by car, train, plane or gigabit, the 
transportation of information in the 21st Century is 
an important and pressing issue. With the a birth of 
the digital highway, also known as the World Wide 
Web, in 1993, came a host of new possibilities and 
previously unfounded accessibility to information 
(Maillia, n.d.). Since its 1993 inception, the 
World Wide Web has changed from a fascinating, 
futuristic phenomenon, to an information super 
highway that individuals must have access to 
in order to stay up-to-date with news, trends, 
information and knowledge. 

As the Internet becomes less of a novel commodity 
and more of a necessity, American citizens face 
increasing pressure to have a consistent, fast and 
steady Internet connection. However, differences 
in Internet service providers, socioeconomic status 
and simple geography keep many Americans from 
using the Internet to its full capabilities. 

A recent Gallup Poll reported that 20 percent of 
Americans lack access to the Internet at home 
(Morales, 2013). While this percentage is small in 
comparison to several other nations, it translates 
to too many Americans being left behind as the 
technology curve grows. In order to be an active 

member of society, to stay informed 
of news and issues in the nation, and 
to thrive in America’s economy, home 
access to the Internet is imperative. 
In a 1999 keynote address to the 
International Telecommunication 
Union, United Nations General Kofi 
Annan stated the problem succinctly: 

“People lack many things: jobs, 
shelter, food, health care and drinkable 
water. Today, being cut off from 

basic telecommunications services 
is a hardship almost as acute as these other 
deprivations, and may indeed reduce the chances 
of finding remedies to them” (Mandivawalla et al, 
2008, p. 72). 

In today’s technology-dependent society, it seems 
Internet access is a necessary precursor to solving 
any other problems present throughout the world 
and the nation. Like any other transportation mode, 
it is the responsibility of American national, state 
and local governments to ensure citizens have the 
best access to the Internet because of its crucial 
role as an information transporter. As with all other 
transportation modes, all levels of government 
must be involved in providing ample Internet 
service to citizens. 

The National Governor’s Association expressed 
the importance of government involvement in 
all transportation issues in its February 2013 
policy positions. According to the NGA,“A 
strong federal-state partnership is critical for our 
nation’s transportation and infrastructure systems 
because all levels of government have a role 
in transportation, which must be coordinated if 
we are to improve mobility and safety, protect 
the environment, and ensure the security of 
vital transportation and infrastructure assets” 
(“Transporation and Infrastructure, 2013). 

Considering this position, it is the responsibility of 
each city and municipality, funded by the state and 
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national government, to 
provide its citizens with 
access to the Internet, 
a key transportation 
mechanism. The 
simplest and most 
efficient way to facilitate 
this access is through 
municipal broadband 
networks: broadband 
Internet access provided 
by a city to its residents 
much like any other 
municipal utility service. 

In the municipal broadband system, residents either 
pay a monthly fee for the service, or enjoy “free” 
access funded through tax dollars (Christenson, 
2012). These municipal broadband systems 
promote democracy and fairness by providing all 
citizens fair and easy access to the Internet.  

The underpinnings for municipal broadband 
networks can be traced back to the 
Telecommunications Act of 1996, in which 
Congress directed the Federal Communications 
Commission and the states to encourage cities 
to put in place advanced telecommunications 
programs, including broadband, on a “reasonable 
and timely basis” (Telecommunications Act of 
1996, 1996). At that time, cities began to explore 
the possibility of exclusively offering telephone, 
video, Internet and wireless services to their 
citizens (Dingwall, 2006). 

Following former President George W. Bush’s 
charge for “universal, affordable access for 
broadband technology,” municipal broadband 
networks continued to be explored and proposed 
in 2005 (McChesney & Podesta, 2006). Numerous 
cities put broadband systems in place, while others 
struggled to find the funding, technological support 
and private service providers necessary to put 
their own systems in place. By March 2006, only 
about 300 of the roughly 40,000 cities throughout 
America had either announced or began to put 
in place a municipal broadband project (TR 
Daily, 2006). Opponents of municipal broadband 
continued to fight its implementation, stating it 

directly threatened 
democracy and 
capitalistic competition 
(Feld et al, 2005).  

Municipal broadband 
systems remained 
largely underreported 
and underfunded until 
February 2010, when 
Google announced a 
contest among American 
cities to serve as a test 

site for its experimental Google Fiber service 
(Scola, n.d.). Google Fiber is the company’s 
attempt to use fiber optic cables to provide high-
speed Internet access to cities across the U.S., 
providing an answer for the cities that have 
struggled to find an appropriate private service 
provider to put their municipal broadband systems 
in place. By using fiber optic cables, the company 
promises Internet access through Google Fiber 
is “100 times faster than today’s broadband” 
(“Google Fiber,” n.d.) 

After holding a nationwide contest among 
American cities, Google chose Kansas City, 
Kansas, and Kansas City, Missouri, as testing 
grounds for its first citywide Google Fiber system 
in March 2011. Through a number of contracts 
with city managers and utility providers, Google 
agreed to lay a fiber optic cable system throughout 
both cities, which is powered by existing municipal 
utility lines at no charge to the company. Once 
completed, residents on both sides of Kansas City 
will have the option to connect to the Internet 
at average speeds for free after paying a $300 
construction fee, or to connect at “fiber speeds” for 
$70 a month (“Google Fiber,” n.d.”). 

This charge, significantly less than the current 
private service providers in the city, is paid like 
any other monthly municipal utility bill. If this 
experimental site is successful, the company 
aims to become the primary system provider for 
municipal broadband systems throughout the 
country. Plans are already in place to implement 
the Google Fiber municipal broadband system in 
Austin, Texas, and Provo, Utah (“Google Fiber,” ) 
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However, the announcement of the Google Fiber, 
coupled with the release of the FCC’s National 
Broadband Plan in 2010, brought aggressive 
and renewed opposition to municipal broadband 
systems. Critics say these systems often have 
the opposite of their intended effect of providing 
Internet access to all because government-
provided Internet systems may be slower, face 
more connection issues, experience more service 
interruptions and leave taxpayers to cope with the 
debt municipalities take on to install the systems 
(Christenson, 2012). In addition, the loss of 
competition among private enterprises can result in 
a faulty, unnecessarily expensive product. 

In a 2012 response to the increased call for cities to 
provide municipal broadband access, Joseph Fuhr, 
professor of economics at Wiedner University, 
outlined four key criticisms to the movement. 

First, municipal broadband networks often fail to 
achieve their goal of access for all citizens because 
of the cost to build and maintain them, as well as 
the natural challenges of geography and population 
density. The cost and manpower of covering 
difficult or densely populated terrain with the 
necessary broadband equipment is often too much 
for a city government to feasibly take on without 
exponentially increasing taxes on its residents. 

Second, cities typically do not perform a 
proper cost-benefit analysis before putting a 
municipal broadband system in place. The initial 
investment cost of such a system is typically 
higher than predicted, operating costs are usually 

underestimated and usage by residents is typically 
overestimated, meaning that revenues often do 
not exceed the costs associated with putting the 
broadband system in place or operating it, even 
over time. Cities often also fail to take into account 
any response from service providers already in 
operation in the area. As evidenced in numerous 
cities with municipal broadband systems in place, 
private Internet service providers often try to 
increase their share of the market competition 
by upgrading their existing systems, lowing 
subscription costs and offering incentives to loyal 
customers in response to government-funded 
broadband projects. 

Fuhr’s third criticism of municipal broadband 
systems is that they create inefficiency and waste, 
particularly in areas where Internet access is 
already provided by the private sector. In his 
opinion, adding another competitor to this crowded 
marketplace is damaging and unnecessary. 

Finally, Fuhr opines that municipal broadband 
systems serve as unfair competition to existing 
private service providers. When entering a 
marketplace, government-run systems have 
an option that other providers do not: they can 
eliminate their competitors through anticompetitive 
legislative or executive action. Even if no 
anticompetitive legislation is in place, municipal 
service providers do not carry the tax, insurance 
and liability costs that their private counterparts do 
(Fuhr, 2012). 

The most frequent criticism of municipal 
broadband networks seems to be their cost to 
taxpayers. In April 2012, Brent Mead and Andrew 
Moylan of the National Taxpayers Union issued a 
scathing criticism of municipal broadband projects, 
adamantly outlining why they are “not a public 
good” (“Wired to Waste”). The authors point out 
that a number of municipal broadband projects 
have left their cities in hundreds of millions of 
dollars in debt, a burden which taxpayers in turn 
bear a least a portion of. Using the example of past 
cities that have gone into bankruptcy due to debt 
from utilities and other municipal services, the 
pair warns that municipal broadband construction 
will only serve to push more and more cities into 
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bankruptcy. To avoid this risk, they insist Internet 
service is best left to the free competition of private 
companies.

“The march of broadband Internet service has 
been steady and growing without government 
subsidies, and there’s little reason to believe it 
will slow without more infusions of cash from 
taxpayers or the creation of whole businesses from 
scratch with taxpayer backing,” Mead and Moylan 
hold. “Indeed, this is a march whose pace and 
direction should be led not by governments, but by 
consumers – with private providers responding to 
the drumbeat” (“Wired to Waste,” 2012).

However, the example of Google Fiber shows the 
feasibility of putting cost-effective, high-speed 
broadband systems in place in every American 
city. The teamwork between Google and the 
governments of Kansas City, Kansas, and Kansas 
City, Missouri, provides an ideal example of the 
partnership between public municipalities and 
private service providers that is needed to make 
home Internet access a reality for all American 
citizens.  
 
While the private sector has been successful in 
bringing Internet service to many cities, it is 
motivated entirely by profit. A consequence of this 
sole for-profit motivation is that less economically 
prosperous communities are left behind and 
ignored. In cities and economies that private 
providers deem unimportant or not-profitable, high 
prices, low connection speeds and only a single 
option for service plaque Internet consumers (Feld 
et al, 2005). 

The best way to overcome these discrepancies, as 
researchers from the Media Access Project and 
Consumers Union report, is to put Internet service 
provision in the hands of local municipalities 
whose leaders best know the unique needs and 
problems of their constituents. The researchers 
liken the need for municipal broadband in today’s 
societies to the need for publicly owned electric 
companies that emerged in the early 1900s. During 
this time, rural and low-income towns were often 
left without access to electricity because they were 
unable to attract affordable private providers. To 

compensate, government-owned utility companies 
were formed to keep these localities from being 
left in the dark. Eventually, government-owned 
utilities became the standard throughout the 
country because of their ability to perform 
efficiently and understand the unique needs of their 
communities. Feld and his fellow authors argue 
that municipal broadband should undergo the same 
transformation.

Researchers from the Media Access Project 
also point out several key benefits to municipal 
broadband providers, compared to their private 
counterparts.  
 
First, municipal broadband guarantees that content 
providers have open access to all citizens. Because 
they are largely unregulated, private providers 
can typically restrict consumers’ access to certain 
information and content.  
 
Second, municipal broadband serves democracy 
by putting elected, public officials at the head 
of service. These officials are accountable to the 
public through elections and direct democracy 
measures. Thus, if the Internet service they provide 
is deemed unsatisfactory, citizens can respond by a 
number of means of public action. 

Finally, and most importantly, municipal broadband 
networks effectively close the digital divide by 
allowing all citizens equal access to the Internet 
and the wealth of information it contains (Feld et 
al, 2005).

The need for the connectivity the Internet provides 
is a compelling argument in itself in favor of 
municipal broadband services. With the advent of 
new technologies, such as Google Fiber, cities have 
a previously unheard of opportunity to provide 
their citizens with the most advanced Internet 
service. Not only does the use of these advanced 
municipal broadband technologies benefit the 
residents of the city, but it also allows other public 
services to operate more efficiently. 

Take Chattanooga, Tennessee, for example. The 
city’s electricity company, EPB of Chattanooga, 
recently implemented a 6,000-mile network of fiber 
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optic cables to provide its approximately 170,000 
customers with the latest in Internet technology. 
After its successful installation in spring of 2011, 
the municipal high-speed network not only pleased 
citizens with its consistent Internet connection, but 
also enabled Chattanooga’s operations as a city to 
be more efficient and cost-effective (“The need for 
speed”, 2012, p. 26). 

Without a municipal presence among Internet 
service providers, citizens will stay at the mercy of 
the costs and technologies that private companies, 
solely motivated by profit, see fit to provide 
(Mitchell, 2008). Similar to the turn of the century 
emergence of publicly owned utility companies, 
cities currently have a “historic opportunity to 
guarantee their relevance in an increasingly digital 
future” (Mitchell, 2008, p.11). 

Considering concerns about taxpayer debt and 
city bankruptcy, the most successful way for cities 
to enter into the municipal broadband realm is to 
partner with a private service provider who can 
implement a technologically advanced system 
in exchange for the use of the city’s power and a 
share of the profits from the system. With Google 
Fiber as an example, cities can effectively serve 
their citizens by providing them cutting-edge, 
high-speed Internet access. Municipal broadband 
systems allow every U.S. citizen to enter the race 
on the information superhighway. 

In the information-hungry 21st Century, knowledge 
really is power. No transportation mode facilitates 
access to knowledge quite like the Internet. 
 

Works Cited

Christenson, Z. (2012, April 19). The Costly Truth of Municipal 
Broadband Network. The American Consumer Institute . 
Retrieved April 22, 2013, from http://www.theamericanconsumer.
org/2012/04/19/the-costly-truth-of-municipal-broadband-networks/

Dingwall, C. (2006). Municipal Broadband: Challenges and 
Perspectives. Federal Communications Law Journal, 59(1), 67-102.

Feld, H., Rose, G., Cooper, M., & Scott, B. (2005). Connecting the 
Public: The Truth About Municipal Broadband. Free Press,10(2), 1-18.

Fuhr, J. (2012). The Hidden Problems with Government-Owned 
Networks. Coalition for the New Economy, 1, 1-9.

Google Fiber About. (n.d.). Google Fiber. Retrieved April 22, 2013, 
from https://fiber.google.com/about/

Local Government Back Legislation to Support Municipal Broadband 
Networks. (2006, March 14). TR Daily, 9, 1-2.

Mallia, D. (n.d.). When was the Internet Invented? | History News 
Network.History News Network. Retrieved April 22, 2013, from 
http://hnn.us/articles/when-was-internet-invented

Mandviwalla, M., Jain, A., Fesenmaier, J., Smith, J., Weinberg, P., 
& Meyers, G. (2008). Municipal Broadband Wireless Networks. 
Communications of the ACM,51(2), 72-80.

McChesney, R., & Podesta, J. (2006, January 31). Let There Be Wi-Fi. 
The Washington Monthly. Retrieved April 22, 2013, from http://www.
washingtonmonthly.com/features/2

Mead, B., & Moylan, A. (n.d.). “Wired to Waste”. National Taxpayers 
Union. Retrieved April 22, 2013, from http://www.ntu.org/news-and-
issues/telecom/49municipal-broadband-wired-to.html#_edn1

Mitchell, C. (2008). Municipal Broadband: Demystifying Wireless and 
Fiber-Optic Options. New Rules Project, 8, 1-12.

Morales, L. (2013, January 14). Home Internet Access Still Out of 
Reach for Many Worldwide. Gallup.Com - Daily News, Polls, Public 
Opinion on Politics, Economy, Wellbeing, and World. Retrieved April 
22, 2013, from http://www.gallup.com/poll/159815/home-internet-
access-remains-reach-worldwide.aspx

Scola, N. (n.d.). Gig City, U.S.A.: Bringing Google Fiber to Kansas 
City. National League of Cities | Helping City Leaders Build Better 
Communities. Retrieved April 22, 2013, from http://www.nlc.org/
find-city-solutions/center-for-research-and-innovation/infrastructure/
gig-city-usa-bringing-google-fiber-to-kansas-city

Telecommunications Act of 1996. (1996, January 3). Federal 
Communications Commision. Retrieved April 22, 2013, from 
transition.fcc.gov/Reports/tcom1996.pdf

The need for speed: Municipal broadband. (2012, August 11). The 
Economist, 404, 26.

Transportation and Infrastructure. (2013, February 25). National 
Governors Association. Retrieved April 22, 2013, from http://
www.nga.org/cms/home/federal-relations/nga-policy-positions/
page-edc-policies/col2-content/main-content-list/transportation-and-
infrastructur.html



© 2013 The Oklahoma Academy Town Hall  119 Moving Oklahoma: Transportation Infrastructure

The Speed of OneNet 
Sarah Terry-Cobo, Journal Record, April 23, 2013

CHICAGO – Von Royal is working to improve 
Internet infrastructure for universities and research 
centers across Oklahoma. As the executive director 
of OneNet, Royal runs the telecommunications 
network that provides Internet connections to 
colleges, universities, secondary schools and 
municipal libraries. OneNet, a nonprofit, is part of 
the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education 
and is operated in cooperation with the Oklahoma 
Office of State Finance.

A faster Internet connection will attract science and 
technology companies and improve major research 
at the University of Oklahoma and Oklahoma 
State University. Royal said he wants to make 
that network 10,000 times faster than the current 
Internet connection, but he is constrained by 
limited funds. The money OneNet needs to build 
the network comes from fees from schools and 
universities, whose budgets are strained.

Most secondary schools and municipal libraries use 
a 100-megabit Internet connection. Royal wants to 
expand the connection to a 100-gigabit, or 100G, 
connection, or 10,000 times faster than the most 
common connection speed for those public entities. 
OneNet established the first 100G connection in 
October, and will likely complete the first leg of 
the network from Tulsa to Stillwater by June. The  
100G network will eventually connect Tulsa to 
Norman and Norman to Oklahoma City, creating a 
high- speed Internet ring around the state’s metro 
areas.

Royal is in Chicago this week with a dozen other 
Oklahoma businesses at the BIO International 
Convention. Unlike some of the other exhibitors, 
Royal isn’t looking for money or a business 
partner. He’s trying to spread awareness of 
Oklahoma’s growing technology network, to attract 
new companies.

“OneNet, as part of the Regents of Higher Ed, we 
are partnering with the bioscience community,” 
Royal said. “OneNet is a conduit for those 

(research) entities to be able to access the World 
Wide Web at high rates of speed needed by 
researchers.”

One research center that uses OneNet’s connection 
is the OU Center for Analysis and Prediction of 
Storms. Jerry Brotzge, senior research scientist and 
managing director with the center, said OneNet’s 
infrastructure helped him gather real-time weather 
data for a recent study on tornado detection.

Brotzge’s team placed four radars in Grady, Caddo, 
Comanche and Stevens counties from 2008 to 
2012, and transmitted real-time data to his lab in 
Norman. This helped emergency managers issue 
better tornado warnings for Newcastle residents in 
the May 24, 2011, storm. The research project has 
ended, but Brotzge said he would want to work 
with OneNet again if the research center could 
begin another radar experiment.

“They have the infrastructure we need,” he said. 
“We couldn’t do it without them.” OneNet’s Royal 
said the needs of customers like Brotzge’s storm 
prediction center and the National Weather Service 
drive the demand for exponentially faster Internet 
connection. But the biggest challenge is funding 
the 100G network expansion, Royal said.

“We are having to carefully budget this project,” 
he said. “The funding that is made available to 
us is helping to determine how quickly and how 
expansive we’re able to roll out and complete the 
network.”

OneNet customers such as schools, universities 
and public libraries have limited budgets and 
grant funding is getting more scarce. But once 
the network is completed, likely as soon as 2014, 
it will be the most advanced Internet connection 
in the state. “There are researchers within these 
biotech companies needing to have access to these 
high-end networks and OneNet is the leader with 
that in state of Oklahoma,” Royal said.
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Oklahoma’s Public Digital Network
Von Royal, OneNet Executive Director and Higher Education CIO,Muskogee

seek to expand our customer base and 
make our services available to even 
more Oklahomans who need high-
speed Internet access.

OneNet’s primary focus is quality 
of service, and because we focus 
on a specific customer segment, we 
can afford to give each customer the 
personal attention and service they 
deserve. OneNet is proud to provide 
24/7 availability and responsiveness to 

those we serve. 

We understand how vital our customers are within 
their communities, and our goal is to facilitate their 
technology needs so they can continue to fill that 
essential role. Our network and the technological 
advancement it brings provides a higher quality 
of life for Oklahoma’s citizens by meeting the 
networking needs of those organizations that enrich 
lives through their service to communities across 
the state.

OneNet fulfills a unique role in Oklahoma’s 
success by supporting the missions of those 
organizations who serve the citizens of the state. 
For example, we help higher education institutions 
remain competitive nationally and globally 
with transformative new solutions for education 
delivery. 

We also serve K-12 schools, such as Oklahoma 
City Public Schools. With OneNet’s help, OKCPS 
was able to deploy Imagine Learning, a language 
and literacy software the school needed for English 
language learners and special education programs. 
As a division of the Oklahoma State Regents for 
Higher Education, education is an important pillar 
of our organization. OneNet is creating the future 
by facilitating the education of this new generation. 

However, like any nonprofit organization, OneNet 
faces many challenges as we continue to grow and 
innovate. 

Internet is something most people 
take for granted. With the click of a 
mouse, a virtually unlimited amount 
of information becomes available. 
Major research projects involving 
large data movement can be sent 
across the world almost instantly. 
Through videoconferencing services, 
students can learn a foreign language 
from a professor who is hundreds of 
miles away, and a patient can see a 
specialist without having to travel 
farther than the local hospital. 

However, for a rural Oklahoma community, 
basic Internet can be difficult to access. There are 
students who don’t have Internet in their home and 
need to utilize the local school or public library’s 
services. What happens if that school or library 
can’t provide the technology they need?

That’s where OneNet steps in. 

OneNet is the state’s Internet service provider, 
serving over 1,000 organizations and leveraging 
over 2,000 miles of broadband fiber spread 
throughout the state of Oklahoma. Our backbone 
consists of bandwidths ranging from 1GB to 
100GB. OneNet strives to fulfill a critical role in 
the success of our state by enabling citizens to 
cross state boundaries and reach around the world. 
We enhance economic growth by meeting the 
ever-expanding technological needs of Oklahoma’s 
education, research, healthcare and public service 
communities. 

Through leading-edge innovation, we are able to 
envision our customers’ needs even before they do 
and foster early adoption of advanced networking 
technologies. OneNet intends to educate our 
customers and the citizens of Oklahoma on 
new opportunities available through the latest 
technological advancements and demonstrate how 
those technologies can better enable their work. We 
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K-12 schools in the rural areas of Oklahoma 
struggle with the Common Core State Standards 
that require high bandwidth Internet connections 
for testing purposes. These standards also lead 
to new ways of assessing whether the standards 
are being met; the assessments lead to more 
media-enriched testing, which requires even more 
bandwidth. 

According to the Common Core State Standards 
Initiative, “just as media and technology are 
integrated in school and life in the 21st century, 
skills related to media use (both critical analysis 
and production of media) are integrated throughout 
the standards.” Providing these schools the 
bandwidth access they need to facilitate this testing 
is one of OneNet’s challenges.

We have met this challenge head-on with the 
implementation of the Oklahoma Community 
Anchor Network. In 2010, the State of 
Oklahoma was awarded $74 million from the 
National Telecommunications and Information 
Administration under the Broadband Technology 
Opportunities Program to fund OCAN. 

OCAN expands the state’s existing networks to 
33 community anchor institutions, including state 
colleges, universities, hospitals and local libraries. 
This expanded network reaches 35 Oklahoma 
counties and provides 1,005 miles of infrastructure 
that will support a variety of projects. With 
OCAN’s construction, the fiber path will impact 89 
percent of the state’s population.

Through OCAN, OneNet will create opportunities 
for rural Oklahoma communities that simply 
didn’t exist until now. In addition, OCAN will 
help provide access to basic services in the 
most remote areas of the state and deliver high 
bandwidth connection K-12 schools need to 
meet state mandates, such as the Common Core 
State Standards. OneNet also faces challenges 
with OCAN. OCAN is a middle-mile network, 
connecting communities to each other and the 
world beyond. The new fiber provides greater 
bandwidth to key community anchor institutions 
in underserved locations. However, although 

OCAN delivers high-speed broadband to key 
locations in communities, OneNet depends on the 
local telecommunications companies to provide 
the last-mile service to connect other community 
institutions to the fiber path. We must collaborate 
with the local telecommunications providers to 
leverage OCAN for their existing middle-mile 
needs and for our desire to serve more community 
institutions.

We have chosen to address this challenge by 
building on our established relationships with local 
telecommunications providers and letting them 
know we want to be the middle-mile provider 
unless it is absolutely necessary that we step 
into the last-mile position. We are a middle-mile 
network, and we prefer to let the local providers 
handle last-mile services. 

Sometimes it isn’t possible for us to remain solely 
in our middle-mile position. For example, one 
section of fiber in Enid goes right under the school 
parking lot. In order to be good stewards of the 
state funds we have received, we will provide last-
mile services and connect them directly to OCAN. 

In situations such as these, we must assure the local 
providers that we do not intend to take their place 
as last-mile providers. Our goal with OCAN is to 
help local providers offer better and faster Internet 
to their local communities and to help bridge the 
gaps between rural communities with higher-
speed Internet and greater capacity bandwidth. 
Maintaining a good relationship with the local 
telecommunications companies of the communities 
we serve is essential, and it remains a challenge 
even with OneNet’s strategic communication. 

Although OneNet encounters the frequent 
challenges of a growing organization, we resolve 
many issues quickly and efficiently. Our team 
becomes closer every day as we learn to work 
together and communicate to accomplish things. 
We look to the future and innovate, so we can 
stay on the leading edge of technology. OneNet 
is totally unique in the state, and we’re proud of 
all we’ve done and all we continue to do for the 
people of Oklahoma.
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Economics of Burying Electrical Lines 
Sarah Terry-Cobo, Journal Record, June 21, 2013

OKLAHOMA CITY - During the
May tornadoes, 200-mph winds toppled electrical 
transmission towers and snapped hundreds of 
wooden distribution poles like toothpicks.

No matter how strong the structures, nothing seems 
to stand up to an EFS tornado. The high winds even 
reduced a massive concrete pole, rated to withstand 
hurricanes, to six shattered pieces.

Phil Crissup, vice 
president of technical 
support at Oklahoma 
Gas and Electric, said 
after major storms knock 
out power, he is faced 
with the question: Why 
can’t utilities bury high-
voltage transmission 
lines underground?

“It’s not impossible, 
but it is complicated,” 
Crissup said.

 One complicating factor 
is right of way. With 
existing sewer, phone and cable lines, a utility has 
to make sure the underground transmission line 
wouldn’t intersect with the utilities already buried, 
not to mention the network of oil and gas pipelines 
that crisscross the state.

Another is the physical properties of burying high-
voltage lines; the higher the voltage, the more 
heat produced. Above ground, air cools the lines; 
underground, they must be encased with a fluid that 
is pumped around the lines to cool them, similar 
to a radiator on a car. If the pipe corrodes and fluid 
leaks, the fluid can contain toxic or hazardous 
substances, such as benzene, a known carcinogen.
When an outage occurs, it’s more difficult to locate 
the problem area for a repair. Underground cables 
can be 3,500 feet long, so a crew has to check each 
length of cable to find the problem.

But the major issue is cost. Crissup estimated that 
building underground transmission lines cost five 
to 10 times as much as a comparable above-ground 
line. A 2008 Oklahoma Corporation Commission 
report confirmed this figure. The agency 
commissioned the report after a December 2007 
ice storm knocked out power to more than 600,000 
homes and businesses in the state.

The OCC reported it 
would take decades and 
more than $27 billion 
to bury all of the state’s 
electrical transmission 
lines. That’s about 
$837,000 per square 
mile and about $16,664 
per person. Those costs 
would inevitably be 
passed on to customers. 
The OCC estimated 
monthly electricity bills 
would increase by $80 to 
$260 for 30 years to pay 
for it all.

At rural electrical 
cooperatives, the cost to bury transmission lines 
doesn’t justify the benefit. Randy Amstutz, 
superintendent of transmission services at 
Anadarko-based Western Farmers Electric 
Cooperative, said for his utility, it would cost about 
$1 million per mile.

“In rural areas, you don’t have the customer base 
that you do in a metropolitan area,” Amstutz said. 
“I don’t think our customers want their electrical 
bills to be high enough to absorb the cost.”
At Tulsa-based Public Service Company of 
Oklahoma, spokesman Stan Whiteford agreed. 
In an email to The Journal Record, he wrote that 
burying lines across the state was cost prohibitive 
for the company. OG&E doesn’t have any plans to 
bury its high-voltage transmission lines, Crissup 
said.

	  
During the May tornadoes, 200-mph winds toppled electrical 
transmission towers and snapped hundreds of wooden 
distribution poles like toothpicks. (Photo by Brent Fuchs)
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“What would make a lot of sense is to have a long-range, long-term plan to replace old lines with new 
underground lines,” he said.

But the OCC must approve that plan, and even replacing old above-ground lines with an underground 
system would still cost five times more. The utility does build its lines to withstand higher winds than 
what is required. All of OG&E’s lines are rated to stand up to 105-mph winds, rather than just 95 mph.

In some areas, it just makes sense. Near Tinker Air Force Base, all of OG&E’s transmission is 
underground. It’s unlikely that the state will see its major electrical lines buried in the near future. The 
OCC said although many homeowners are willing to pay for distribution cables to be buried in their 
neighborhoods, many don’t understand how much it costs to bury the major transmission lines.

“When faced with the real costs of undergrounding,” the OCC wrote, “it appears many individuals prefer 
to keep their overhead service and their money in their pockets.”

Excerpts from “Hurricane Sandy cuts power for millions. Why aren’t utility lines 
underground?” Christian Science Monitor, By David J. Unger, Contributor / Oct 30, 2012

The question arises: Why aren’t power lines underground?  Some already are. 

San Diego: San Diego has been putting utility cables underground since 1970 and hopes to bury all 
residential-area lines within the next half century. In 2003, the California Public Utilities Commission 
approved an “undergrounding” surcharge on San Diego residents’ electricity bills. The city buries 20-25 
miles of utility lines each year at an annual price tag of $54 million,. 

Massachussetts: After last October’s surprise snowstorm left 3 million in the dark across the Northeast, 
Boston Gov. Deval Patrick entertained the idea of buried power lines during a press conference. “I love 
the idea,” the governor said. “Apparently, though, that is a $1 trillion project across the commonwealth. 
And that cost and how to pay for it, no one has answered yet.”

Costs: Building new underground transmission lines is five to 10 times more expensive than putting up 
overhead transmission lines, according to 2009 study by the Electric Edison Institute, an association of 
shareholder-owned electric companies. So the costs of converting from an overhead to an underground 
system range anywhere from $80,000 per mile in a rural area to $2.1 million per mile in a city.  
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Rural Telecommunications
James Lemon, Attorney, Pioneer Telephone Cooperative, Kingfisher

James Lemon is an attorney with Pioneer 
telephone, He is a 2009 graduate of the Oklahoma 
City University School of Law and a 1991 graduate 
of The Citadel, The Military College of South 
Carolina. He is aBoard member of the Kingfisher 
Regional Hospital and the Chisholm Trail Museum.

We have all been witness to a technological 
evolution of communication services morphing into 
a seamless data service known as the “information 
superhighway”.  The distinction between 
telecommunications services and information 
services has blurred.  The functions of phones and 
computers have merged and expanded.  

Twenty years ago, the World Wide Web was just 
starting up and online services such as Facebook™, 
YouTube™, Skype™, and Netflix™ did not exist.  
In 1993, only six percent of people in the U.S. had 
cell phones .  Now the web, online services, tablets, 
and pc’s are all commonplace, and 91% of all 
adults have cell phones.   People today expect and 
demand access to the superhighway anywhere, and 
at anytime. As a result of this rapid evolution in 
technology, service providers and law-makers have 
each faced challenges.

Service Provider Challenges
Pioneer just celebrated its 60th anniversary.  
During those 60 years, Pioneer has grown 
from providing landline telephone service to 4 
exchanges, to providing cutting-edge voice, video, 
and data services to more than 150,000 customers 
living in 76 communities.   As the industry has 
grown, Pioneer Telephone Cooperative has worked 
to meet rural Oklahoma’s increased demand for 
data services.   

Pioneer has invested heavily in technology and 
infrastructure to create an information network 
delivering high capacity bandwidth over fixed 
and wireless connections.  Last year, the company 
spent over $40 million in network expansion and 
upgrades alone.   These upgrades are essential to 
meet consumer demand for bandwidth.  DSL data 
usage is up 120% in the last year alone.    

Communication networks are broken up into what 
are referred to as the middle, and last miles.  The 
middle mile refers to the network segment running 
from the service provider’s core network out to the 
local exchange office.  The middle mile is typically 
the first network segment that is upgraded as its 
capacity affects all users.  Most of the middle mile 
is composed of fiber these days and is shared by all 
services including connecting wireless towers.

The last mile refers to the network segment 
connecting individual users to the core network 
and is typically the bandwidth “bottleneck” in the 
information superhighway.  This is because the 
last mile must be upgraded for each user.  In rural 
Oklahoma this is often cost prohibitive.  Much of 
rural Oklahoma’s “last mile” is still composed of 
“twisted-pair” copper cable.  This copper cable’s 
design is essentially unchanged since Alexander 
Graham Bell patented it in 1881. Copper cable, 
at its technological limit, can provide only a few 
hundred megahertz of usable bandwidth.   

Efficient upgrading of the “last mile” will require 
a combination of fiber optic cable and wireless 
broadband delivery methods to meet bandwidth 
demands. Fiber is virtually unlimited in bandwidth, 
and wireless eliminates the need for a physical 
“last mile”. However, both delivery methods 
currently constitute only a small percentage of the 
“last mile”. Fiber is time consuming to install and 
expensive to run to individual residences. As such, 
only 4.1% of Oklahoma’s population currently has 
fiber optic connections.    

Where conditions permit, wireless can be an 
efficient provision of the last mile.  However, 
wireless network propagation is subject to 
topographic and atmospheric interference.  The 
average cell tower costs around $316,000 to 
build and maintain over a 10-year period.   Since 
wireless towers are so expensive to set up and 
maintain, there must be a sufficient population 
density to justify the costs. For rural Oklahoma to 
develop its infrastructure, especially the last mile, it 
is going to need federal and state support.
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Regulator Challenges
The FCC has recognized the evolution of the 
industry and the need to modernize communication 
regulations.  For decades, the FCC viewed 
telephone service as a “natural monopoly”, where 
service was best delivered by a single company.   
The FCC knew there simply wasn’t enough 
return revenue to entice carriers to enter into a 
competitive market.  This was especially true 
in rural areas.  To equal the playing field for all 
service providers, access charges were placed on 
long distance carriers.  The funds collected from 
this Universal Service charge were provided as 
intercarrier compensation to small local providers .  
Intercarrier compensation and rate regulations were 
ways to ensure rural citizens would have access 
to reasonably priced service.  Through intercarrier 
compensation (or ICC), rural telephone companies 
such as Pioneer were able to bring telephone 
service to the rural markets larger carriers would 
not invest in.

Beginning with the Telecommunications Act of 
1996 and continuing with the National Broadband 
Plan and the 2011 USF/ICC Transformation 
Orders, Congress and the FCC began reforming 
communication regulations.  They had two major 
goals with these reforms.  The first goal was to 
promote advanced services, such as broadband and 
wireless.  They would promote these services by 
allowing ICC and USF subsidies to compensate for 
build out of advanced services.  

The second goal was to control the build out 
costs of these advance service and promote fiscal 
responsibility.  They would achieve these goals 
by opening the build out subsidies to competitive 
bidders monitored by increased government 
oversight.   The heir-apparent of the FCC, Tom 
Wheeler, has publically stated he wants to promote 
competition over regulation.   “[T]he regulation 
of marketplace behavior that has characterized 
telecom regulation for almost a century is headed 
towards the same fate as the dial tone…”   

Promoting advanced services is a laudable goal.  
Rural markets need the same communications 
services which are available in urban areas.  

However, the FCC is misguided in attempting 
to control costs and increase efficiency 
through competition and oversight.  The rural 
communications market is the same “natural 
monopoly” market the FCC described almost 80 
years ago.   Although technology and demand have 
changed, the population density of rural Oklahoma 
has remained relatively unchanged.   There simply 
isn’t the consumer base to support a return-based 
communications system.  Any competitors entering 
a rural market will likely be unfamiliar with 
the unique challenges of the market, and more 
motivated by subsidy than service.  

Funding competition ignores the fact that there 
are existing carriers who have already developed 
networks in those areas.  It is far more efficient 
to continue investing government money in these 
established networks than to pay new carriers to 
overbuild.  Lastly, creating competitive markets 
with multiple carriers will require far more 
oversight than efficiently monitoring the local 
carrier. 

Conclusion
The facts are that both the technology and the 
demand exist for a high-speed data network in 
rural Oklahoma.  However, rural Oklahoma as with 
much of America, does not have the population 
density for multiple providers to build out networks 
and expect a reasonable rate of return.  

It is going to take the cooperation of federal state 
and local investment to bring data service to 
rural Oklahoma on parity level with that of urban 
areas.  It would be a mistake to subsidize a carrier 
competition in those areas where there is not a 
business case for even a single carrier.  The best 
course is to invest in local carriers, who in most 
cases have well developed infrastructure, especially 
in the middle mile.  

Those local carriers are experienced with the 
challenges of rural Oklahoma and can efficiently 
focus subsidies into the “last mile”.  The trip down 
the information superhighway is almost complete.  
Only by developing this “last mile” will we remove 
the last roadblocks and bottlenecks between the 
world and the consumer.
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State Level Cyberwarfare
John Stephenson and Karla Jones, Wall Street Journal, February 23, 2013

The cyberattacks against major U.S. media outlets 
reportedly by Chinese hackers dramatize the 
need for better security. And while the Obama 
administration and the U.S. Congress debate new 
laws and executive actions to protect the integrity 
of computer networks and make it easier for 
companies to share information about attacks, state 
governments are forging ahead.

State-level information technology systems store 
health records, retirement benefits and tax records 
for citizens that are tempting targets for hackers. 
Four months ago, hackers stole data, including 
bank account numbers, for 3.8 million residents 
of South Carolina. In 2011, email 
accounts belonging to officers with 
the Arizona Department of Public 
Safety were hacked and sensitive 
information about the officers - 
including home addresses, Social 
Security numbers and passwords - 
was stolen. According to Verizon’s 
latest Data Breach Investigations 
Report, hackers were responsible 
for 58% of all data stolen in 2011.

Data theft isn’t the only danger. State officials also 
are very concerned about hackers breaking into 
power grids, communications networks and other 
critical systems, wreaking havoc by rendering these 
systems useless during an emergency. Hackers 
employ a variety of sophisticated tools to gain 
access to IT systems, and innovative responses are 
needed to address evolving threats. Fortunately, 
policy innovation is what the states do best.

Governors have launched a Resource Center 
on Cybersecurity led by Martin O’Malley of 
Maryland and Rick Snyder of Michigan to develop 
and publish recommendations for state chief 
executives. Meanwhile, state regulators and IT 
managers are training each other on cybersecurity 
issues and responses. And organizations like ours 
at the American Legislative Exchange Council 

are drawing upon the knowledge and experience 
of legislators and the private sector to provide 
guidance to state legislatures.

Michigan is one leading example that other 
states are watching. According to Stateline, the 
daily news service of the Pew Charitable Trusts, 
Michigan faces 185,000 cyberattacks per day 
on state-owned infrastructure. In response, state 
troopers are working with security managers at 
companies and federal officials to share ideas and 
information. The state has studied security practices 
used in the private sector and has begun training 
state employees in data-protection techniques, such 

as how to safeguard state-owned 
notebook computers. Michigan has 
also merged its cyber and physical 
security functions into one unit, 
the only state to do so thus far, to 
enhance collaboration between state 
officials.

Other states are also innovating. 
For example, Virginia has created 
the Operational Integration 
Cyber Center of Excellence, the 

nation’s first center that produces cybersecurity 
best practices with a focus on local government, 
businesses and individuals.

While the nature of the threats against computer 
networks and databases will continually evolve, 
states will continue to prepare to meet them using 
the same innovative approaches that have marked 
policy-making successes on health care, education 
and taxes in this country for more than 200 
years. As Congress and the administration debate 
cybersecurity mandates and incentives, they would 
do well to look to the collaborative models for 
cybersecurity that the states have to offer.

Mr. Stephenson and Ms. Jones are, respectively, directors of 
the Communications and Technology and the International 
Relations Task Forces at the American Legislative Exchange 
Council.
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Operating Electrical Transmission Lines 
Phillip Teel, Clean Line Energy Partners, Houston, TX

Project Overview
Clean Line Energy Partners LLC (Clean Line) 
is developing the Plains & Eastern Clean Line 
(Project), a long-haul direct current transmission 
line that will deliver up to 3,500 megawatts (MW) 
of low-cost wind power from the Oklahoma 
Panhandle region to load-serving entities in the 
Mid-South and Southeast. 

Clean Line’s development approach centers on 
transparency and consistent outreach to a broad 
array of stakeholders – from the local to the federal 
level. The Plains & Eastern Clean Line presents 
a unique opportunity to bring together private 
investment, proven technology and public benefits 
to add substantial new renewable generation to 
the country’s energy mix at a price attractive to 
consumers. 

The $2 billion Project will enable more than $6 
billion of investment in new wind farms in and 
around the Oklahoma Panhandle that will power 
more than one million homes per year and, as a 
result, reduce carbon dioxide emissions by an 
average of 10 million tons annually. 

See Figure 1 at end of article
Plains & Eastern Clean Line Overview

The Oklahoma Panhandle boasts some of 
America’s richest wind resources. In contrast, 
the Mid-South and Southeast are marked by a 
dearth of high wind speed areas.  Figure 2 shows 
an overlay of the high voltage transmission grid 
atop a map of average annual wind speeds in the 
U.S. Note the “wind belt” – the region marked by 
a purple strip of high wind speeds that runs down 
the center of the U.S. Because average wind speeds 
are much higher in the Oklahoma Panhandle than 
in the Southeast, wind farms in the Panhandle 
will produce greater volumes of energy, resulting 
in cheaper wind energy than that produced in 
low wind speed areas. According to Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory research, if Oklahoma were 
to fully develop its wind generation it could meet 
all electrical demand in Southwest Power Pool— 

a region including Oklahoma, Kansas, and parts 
of Texas, New Mexico, Louisiana, Arkansas and 
Nebraska —ten times over. 

Today more than 10,000 MW of wind are being 
developed in and around the Oklahoma Panhandle, 
and utilities in the Southeast are striving to 
incorporate more wind energy sourced beyond their 
geographic footprint. 

See Figure 2 at end of article
High voltage transmission  
infrastructure & wind resources in the US 

Rapid improvement in wind turbine technology, 
coupled with other factors, has positioned wind 
energy to be one of the lowest cost options to meet 
consumers’ demand for electricity (Figure 3). The 
huge capital requirements required to build nuclear 
plants and increased emissions standards for coal 
plants mean that wind and natural gas plants are 
the most economically competitive options for new 
generation. It’s no secret that hydraulic fracturing, 
horizontal drilling and other technology has opened 
up a new domestic supply of natural gas and 
pushed natural gas prices to their lowest point in 
years. 

However, building only new natural gas-fired 
generation over the next few years would create 
an energy mix that is too dependent on a volatile 
commodity. With wind’s fixed price, and zero fuel 
cost, it makes sense to focus on building both wind 
and natural gas-fired generation to achieve a low-
cost, fuel-diverse, clean energy portfolio moving 
forward.

See Figure 3 at end of article
Levelized cost of new energy generation 

Overall, the Project will create over 5,000 direct 
jobs during construction and sustain over 500 direct 
jobs during operation. In Oklahoma, construction 
and development of the Project are projected to 
generate gains of $700 million in gross product 
output and nearly $500 million in personal income. 
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Construction and development of anticipated wind 
farms in Oklahoma enabled by the Project are 
projected to produce an additional $3 billion in 
gross product gains and over $2 billion in personal 
income.  

The Project will also grow Oklahoma’s clean 
energy supply chain and bolster economic 
development in rural areas. In order to do so, Clean 
Line is committed to using qualified local and 
regional suppliers and contractors for the Project. 
In June 2011, Clean Line signed a memorandum 
of understanding for Pelco Structural to be a 
preferred supplier for the tubular steel transmission 
structures that will be used for the Plains & 
Eastern Clean Line. Under the agreement, Pelco 
Structural will supply structures from its facility 
with approximately 100 employees in Claremore, 
Oklahoma.

The Project also directly benefits counties and 
landowners whose land the transmission line 
crosses. During construction the Project and related 
wind generation capacity will generate an estimated 
$245 million in Oklahoma state and local fiscal 
receipts, and approximately $34 million per year 
during ongoing operations.  In Oklahoma more 
than 80% of ad valorem property tax revenue flows 
to local school districts. Much of the remaining 
revenue is destined for other local services. 

Clean Line will negotiate easement agreements 
with landowners, who will continue to own the 
land through which the Project’s right of way 
passes. A typical right of way for the Project in 
relatively flat, open land will be 150 to 200 feet 
across. Transmission structures will occupy less 
than 1% of the easement area, and farmers can 
continue cultivating row crops (e.g. rice, hay, 
soybeans, cotton, corn) under the lines.  There will 
be sufficient clearance under the transmission line 
to grow full-height crops (up to about 10 feet tall), 
not including orchards or forestry (tree) crops, and 
to operate standard farm equipment. Ranching & 
grazing is completely compatible and will not be 
restricted.  

As a result of dialogue with and input from 
landowners, Clean Line will provide landowners 

with the option of receiving annualized 
payments as part of the compensation for hosting 
transmission structures on their land. Thus, 
landowners could have a new and ongoing revenue 
source at the same time that they can continue to 
employ the land between structures for agricultural 
or other purposes. 

Developing an energy system that emphasizes 
and coordinates Oklahoma’s unique human and 
natural resources will strengthen Oklahoma’s 
energy economy and position Oklahoma to be a 
national model for pragmatic energy policy. By 
enabling wind farm development that could not 
otherwise occur, new transmission will increase 
competition among generators, thereby enhancing 
the robustness of Oklahoma’s wind generation 
market. Much as Oklahoma exports natural gas, 
the state stands to be a major producer of wind 
energy for itself and for markets in other states. 
Governor Mary Fallin’s 2011 Oklahoma First 
Energy Plan (OFEP), developed by the Oklahoma 
State Energy Office, proposes a framework for 
developing Oklahoma’s unique energy resources 
while coordinating these resources to make them 
work better and more efficiently together. 

As asserted by the OFEP, it is important to 
“encourage the robust build out of Oklahoma’s 
wind industry by strategically connecting 
Oklahoma wind resources to primary load centers 
across the state and to export markets, as well as 
encourage the naturally complementary partnership 
of wind and natural gas”. Most energy experts 
believe that with the increased availability and 
affordability of natural gas in North America, 
a large portion of the new electric generating 
capacity in the coming years will be based on gas-
fired technology. Electric generation is already 
the largest component of natural gas deliveries in 
the United States. Promoting the synergy between 
wind and natural gas is smart economics and good 
policy. 

Project Status
Developing a 700-mile transmission project that 
traverses three states is a complex enterprise 
that requires coordinating outreach, engineering, 
interconnection, environmental, financial and 
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commercial efforts. In the past four years, 
Clean Line has methodically set and achieved 
key milestones in each of these areas. Clean 
Line expects the Project to achieve commercial 
operation in late 2017 or early 2018. Figure 4 
outlines the current Project schedule.

See Figure 4 at end of article
Plains & Eastern Clean Line schedule

Outreach 
Stakeholder outreach is the foundation of Clean 
Line’s development process.. In 2012 alone, 
members of the Plains & Eastern team hosted 35 
roundtables with local leaders, nine local business 
opportunity meetings to gather information about 
local suppliers, and 20 public open houses for 
landowners and stakeholders to gather feedback 
on the proposed network of potential routes. To 
date, the Plains & Eastern team has engaged with 
stakeholders through more than 1,000 in-person 
meetings and garnered more than 750 pages of 
letters expressing support for the Project from 
local, state and federal representatives. 

HVDC Technology
The Plains & Eastern Clean Line will use HVDC 
technology, which is the most efficient means 
of moving large amounts of energy over long 
distances. By employing HVDC technology less 
energy is lost than would be in an equivalent AC 
system. Using HVDC technology means that the 
line will impact less land than would be the case 
with an equivalent AC build-out because the right-
of-way required for DC is narrower. Furthermore, 
HVDC provides a number of reliability benefits, 
including complete control of power flows which 
will aid in integrating greater amounts of wind into 
the electrical system. 

Interconnection and Transmission Planning
Clean Line has been working for several years with 
the relevant transmission entities like Southwest 
Power Pool (SPP) to ensure that the Project can 
reliably interconnect to the grid. In June 2013, 
SPP’s Economic Studies Working Group voted 
to include the Plains & Eastern Clean Line in the 
base case for ITP 10, a value-based integrated 
transmission plan that analyzes the transmission 
system for a 10-year horizon. 

Routing & Environmental 
Through direct outreach and various workshops 
and meetings, Clean Line solicited stakeholder 
input to determine a network of potential routes 
based on multiple routing criteria that utilize 
industry best practices. The proposed network 
of potential routes, depicted in Figure 5 below, 
consists of interconnected mile wide links that 
provide multiple options for connecting endpoints 
in Oklahoma and Tennessee. A draft Environmental 
Impact Statement is expected in Q1 of 2014.

See Figure 5 at end of article
Proposed network of potential routes

Commercial
The Plains & Eastern Clean Line is being 
developed as a merchant transmission line that will 
cover its cost by charging a transmission tariff to 
those who will use capacity on the line to deliver 
energy Based on this model, it is not expected that 
the Project will be included in Oklahoma utility 
rates. In September 2012, Plains & Eastern Clean 
Line received negotiated rate authority from FERC. 
This approval indicates that FERC found that 
Clean Line’s rate structure proposal was just and 
reasonable and that granting this authority was in 
the public interest. Clean Line chose the eastern 
endpoint of the Plains & Eastern Clean Line to 
connect to the TVA system because TVA has a 
large market serving 7 million people. TVA can 
also act as a hub to reach major utilities in the Mid-
South and Southeast. 

Regulatory 
On October 28, 2011, the Oklahoma Corporation 
Commission (OCC) approved Clean Line’s 
Oklahoma subsidiary to become a public utility 
in Oklahoma and found that the Plains & Eastern 
Clean Line is in the public interest. Under 
Oklahoma law, public utility status confers the right 
to construct, own and operate electric transmission 
lines within the state of Oklahoma. 

Clean Line is in constant communication with 
local, state and federal officials and works hard to 
ensure that these stakeholders are kept up to date 
with the latest project developments. 
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Figure 1 
Plains & Eastern Clean Line Overview

Figure 2
High voltage transmission infrastructure 

& wind resources in the US
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Figure 3 
Levelized cost of new energy generation 

 Figure 4 
Plains & Eastern Clean Line schedule

Figure 5 
Proposed network of potential routes
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Building Info-Structure @ AT&T 
Jason Constable, Director - External Affairs, AT&T Oklahoma

AT&T is pleased to be a part of this discussion 
on the intersection of, and relationship between, 
technology, regulation and the economy and the 
principles that should guide us moving forward. 
These principles should encourage innovation 
and incent investment in order to meet consumer 
demand, ensure consumer protection, and spur 
economic growth. 

There is no doubt that the development, 
implementation and expansion of broadband 
technologies have had an immense, positive impact 
on consumers, communities, the marketplace and 
the economy.

All of us have observed and been affected by 
the extraordinary changes in the market.  A 
little over fifteen years ago, “communications” 
meant “voice,” and local voice telephone service 
was a regulated monopoly service.  Today, 
communications is anything and everything 
enabled by broadband IP platforms, and that 
monopoly is gone forever; consumers have a vast 
array of choices of products, services, devices 
and providers.  By the end of 2013, the number 
of mobile-connected devices will exceed the 
number of people on Earth.   Americans have 
enthusiastically embraced wireless and broadband 
IP services. Indeed, consumer demand has 
fueled innovation and consumer adoption of new 
technologies has directed where companies are – 
and should be – investing. 

We are at a critical juncture. The question we is: 
how may we best meet consumer demand for 
advanced services, foster innovation, and continue 
to drive economic growth, job creation, and 
global competitiveness?  There is no question that 
investment in our communications infrastructure is 
key to our future.  4G network capital deployment 
could fall in the range of $25-$53 billion during 
2012-2016, which would conservatively account 
for between 371,000 – 771,000 new jobs and $73 - 
$151 billion in GDP growth.  

To that end, last year, AT&T announced a three-
year, multi-billion dollar capital investment plan 
– Project VIP or Velocity IP – to significantly 
expand and enhance our wireless and wireline IP 
broadband networks. 
 
This investment is about improving and enhancing 
our customer’s service today, and anticipating 
how best to meet their needs in the future. It is 
a commitment to provide the best experience 
possible to all of our customers across all fifty 
states by improving quality and reliability and 
expanding access.  

Through Project Velocity IP, we plan to expand 
and enhance AT&T’s wireline IP network to reach 
a total of 57 million customer locations (consumer 
and small business) and bring fiber to an additional 
1 million business customer locations, covering 
50 percent of multi-tenant office buildings in 
AT&T’s wireline service area, by year-end 2015.   
As a result, we will be providing advanced wired 
broadband services and expanding the capabilities 
of U-verse (our integrated voice, data and IPTV 
platform) to millions more Americans. Combined 
with the national expansion of our award winning 
LTE wireless service, these network investments 
are expected to provide reliable, quality high-speed 
IP Internet access – wireline, wireless, or both ‒ to 
99 percent of customer locations in our wireline 
service area--all in the next three years.  And 
nationally our LTE wireless service is expected to 
reach 300 million people by the end of next year.

In Oklahoma specifically, AT&T made more 
than 750 wireless network upgrades in six key 
categories during 2012, including: activating new 
cell sites, adding capacity and upgrading cell sites 
to provide 4G LTE mobile Internet speeds.  And 
that investment is not slowing down either.
The substantial investment is, for AT&T, a 
business imperative to keep pace with consumer 
demand. At the same time, it is exactly the kind 
of infrastructure investment that policymakers 
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have been urging to push America ever closer to 
achieving the national policy goal.  That investment 
also provides an indirect boost to the economy 
as well.  In 2011, AT&T operations in Oklahoma 
generated more than $242 million in local and 
state taxes, and in 2012 it spent $150 million on 
goods and services purchased from suppliers based 
in Oklahoma.  This local support further helps 
support the economy as well as vital programs and 
upgrades to roads, bridges and highways.

For more than a decade, the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) has 
recognized that encouraging ubiquitous deployment 
of next generation broadband infrastructure is one 
of its central missions under the 1996 Act.   IP 
networks are far more versatile and efficient than 
single-purpose networks like the TDM-based 
PSTN.  For that reason, as the FCC recognized in 
the National Broadband Plan, “the convergence 
of all communications around 
IP-based networks and the 
innovative services those 
networks support” will bring 
“extraordinary opportunities 
to improve American life and 
benefit consumers”    And 
IP-based technological 
convergence also will intensify 
competition at all layers of the 
communications ecosystem, both among facilities-
based providers of rival broadband platforms and 
among independent providers of higher-layer IP 
services.

The transition already is proceeding apace, 
spurred by strong consumer demand for mobile 
and IP services.   Indeed, more than 70 percent 
of residential customers in AT&T’s 22-state 
region have abandoned traditional wireline 
telecommunications services in favor of next 
generation alternatives.   This trend mirrors the 
industry-wide statistics, which show that more than 
two-thirds of Americans have adopted wireless, 
VoIP or other new technologies, transitioning 
fully away from legacy phone service.  And half a 
million more join them every month; evidence that 

this is a trend that is only accelerating, not leveling 
out.  This trend is not for the younger generation 
either.  AARP recently concluded that “Internet-
enabled technologies create opportunities to help 
older adults take advantage of preventive health 
services, participate in physical activity, and self-
manage chronic diseases that can help prevent or 
postpone functional decline.” 

These are powerful proof points of where 
consumers are, and where they are headed and 
where investment should follow. 
  
Consumers want more, they want it everywhere, 
and they want it all the time.  And we want to 
deliver it to them. The question is, how can 
we work together – industry, government and 
communities – to assure that everyone can move 
forward seamlessly, benefiting from the newer 
technologies, products and services while still 

preserving the basic means of 
communicating.  

AT&T has filed a petition with 
the FCC to begin the dialogue 
about modernizing the rules to 
best meet consumer needs.  

AT&T has suggested the FCC 
implement beta tests to be 

carried out in selected states and in partnership 
with state regulators to deploy and test new, all-
broadband IP networks before rolling them out 
on a national scale.  These tests will allow us to 
work together to see what works and what doesn’t, 
address concerns  and help codify best practices in 
an all-IP world.  

We depend on connecting our customers, and our 
customers depend on us. We are committed to 
providing a reliable, safe connection to everyone 
we serve. .  That’s our goal and our commitment to 
our customers.   

We look forward to collaborating with 
policymakers to ensure Oklahoma continues to 
grow and lead in the 21st century.  
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Fiber Friendly in Oklahoma 
David St. John, Fiber to the Home Council (FTTH) Americas, McLean, VA

Introduction
Communities across the country understand 
the great value of gigabit broadband and are 
exploring how they can encourage the deployment 
of fiber to the home (FTTH) networks to support 
this technology. A wide range of factors drives 
the decision to deploy a FTTH network, from the 
cost of construction and operation to demand for 
service. Importantly, some key factors are within 
the control of a community, such as accessing 
public rights of way and government owned 
facilities and receiving government permissions. 
The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
estimates these factors may amount of 20% of the 
total deployment cost. In other words, a community 
can make a real difference in whether a network 
gets built.

In this paper, we outline a series of steps that 
communities should consider to clear a path for 
and work with a prospective broadband provider. 
It is not exhaustive, and some of the steps require 
cooperation from other private and public actors 
to achieve. Further, the trade offs among competing 
objectives and degree of difficulty in finding 
solutions will vary among communities. But 
achieving these benchmarks has the potential to 
meaningfully reduce deployment costs and tip the 
balance in favor of FTTH network investment in 
your community.

LEADERSHIP AND SUPPORT
COMMUNITY & LOCAL GOVERNMENT

From initial conception to contract negotiations 
to construction and operation of the network, 
community leadership – from government officials, 
community leaders, and business owners    play 
a crucial role at every step of the deployment 
process.

Develop a clear broadband plan: Deploying 
FTTH is a critical step for communities 
to participate fully in the rapidly evolving 

Internet economy. Like other major community 
infrastructure projects, construction of this network 
is a major undertaking, with large costs incurred 
up front prior to any service being provided and 
revenues flowing. As such, communities need 
to have a clear vision about the nature of the 
undertaking and, once committed, develop a 
culture to support this effort – one that will last 
as community leadership changes over time and 
unexpected circumstances arise. A crucial part of 
any community plan is to set realistic goals for 
the project and define precisely the community’s 
investment and involvement. The plan, for 
instance, should discuss how the community 
will directly benefit from the FTTH deployment, 
including connectivity and use of the network 
at public institutions, as well as consider how 
individual’s use at home can improve access to and 
use of relevant civic services. That way, there can 
be broader commitment to the project from within 
the community at large.

Ensure commitment of community stakeholders, 
including local government personnel: It is 
essential to have key community stakeholders, 
especially local government decision makers 
and relevant personnel, available throughout 
the deployment process. Appointing a single 
government official as point of contact responsible 
for all parts of the project is one way to facilitate 
deployment. Local governments also should 
designate a team responsible for cooperating with 
the FTTH network provider on a day to day basis.

APPROVAL REQUIREMENTS/PERMITTING

There are various permitting and approval 
processes necessary to build an FTTH network. 
Here, states may have a role, such as where the 
state has adopted a state issued franchise for access. 
However, in most instances, the local government 
will control the rights and processes. Any approval 
process needs to have reasonable substantive 
requirements and be completed expeditiously. In 
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addition, comprehensive approval for an entire 
project, instead of repeated approval requirements 
for different stages of a project, greatly reduces 
delays that add costs to a project.

Define an expeditious process for on going 
permitting and inspections: All applications 
for permits should have a guaranteed response 
deadline – preferably no more than 5 business days. 
Along with providing a dedicated inspection team, 
local governments should allow providers to work 
with a pre approved, third party inspection team to 
review all work in a timely manner.

Permit innovative construction techniques: 
Providers are constantly developing new 
technologies that speed deployment, minimize 
disruption to ongoing activities and reduce any 
costs for local governments. Microtrenching is 
an example of these innovations and is currently 
permitted in many areas. Local governments should 
be open to permitting expeditious use of such new 
techniques.

Mandated deployment requirements are 
counterproductive: Imposing “must build” 
requirements on a new entrant in a market has 
proven counterproductive to new builds and has 
been seen by federal and state agencies as anti-
competitive because they end up making projects 
uneconomical and entrenching incumbent 
providers. As such, local governments should 
not impose these requirements on new entrants. 
This does not mean that communities should set 
aside legitimate concerns about ensuring access is 
provided ubiquitously. Rather, local governments 
should work with providers on alternative, more 
flexible ways to ensure access reaches customers 
who want service.

USE OF EXISTING INFRASTRUCTURE

The ability to access existing infrastructure 
can dramatically reduce the costs of FTTH 
deployments. It is crucial to ensure all prospective 
providers can secure rapid and uninterrupted access 
to this infrastructure at a reasonable and predictable 
cost in a timely manner.

Publish data about existing infrastructure: For 
providers to make use of infrastructure,
they need to know what is available. To the extent 
consistent with public safety, welfare, and related 
concerns, local governments should seek to provide 
data to providers regarding conduit, ducts and 
other public or proprietary rights of way it owns 
or controls as well as local government poles and 
buildings to which providers can attach equipment.

Make all rights of way available on clearly 
defined, reasonable terms through a rapid 
approval process: Local governments should 
make available standard forms related to all rights-
of way and easements they own or control. The 
price for access should be commensurate with the 
actual additional cost imposed by the provider 
and incurred by the local government. Pricing and 
terms should be published and offered on a fair and 
reasonable and competitively neutral basis. As with 
permitting generally, any on going approvals should 
occur within 5 business days.

Make poles available on clearly defined, 
reasonable terms through a rapid approval 
process: Running fiber aerially along utility poles 
is often significantly cheaper (and less
intrusive) than running fiber underground. Poles 
can be controlled by local governments or their 
affiliated entities, cooperatives, or privately-
owned utilities. Where local governments or their 
affiliates own or control poles, they should adopt 
clear, predictable rules for providers to attach their 
wires and equipment across to these poles on a 
fiar, reasonable, and competitively neutral basis. 
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In addition, local governments should endeavor 
to work with cooperatives and private utilities to 
facilitate access by providers to their infrastructure 
on fair and reasonable terms.

The FCC’s rules enable providers of 
telecommunications services and cable services 
(and broadband service offered in combination 
with one or both of these services) to attach 
equipment to poles owned/controlled by private 
utilities at just and reasonable rates and a schedule 
for the application, survey, and make ready process. 
Since this right might not apply where a provider 
only offers standalone broadband Internet access 
service, local governments should seek to ensure 
that these providers have attachment rights on 
equitable terms comparable to those covered by the 
FCC’s rules. Finally, as permitted by the federal 
statute, many states have adopted their own pole 
attachment statutes or regulations, which may not 
only apply to private utilities but to government 
utilities and cooperatives that own/control poles.

Ensure make ready work is performed 
expeditiously: Rearranging existing attachments 
and other steps necessary to make a pole ready for 
an additional attacher can add significant
delay and cost to broadband deployment. In general 
and subject to government oversight, pole owners 

are responsible for this work and should complete 
it in a reasonable amount of time. If pole owners 
(and, where relevant, other attachers) are not 
complying, prospective attachers should have the 
right to complete the work themselves. For poles 
owned/controlled by local governments, there 
should be established prices and timelines for these 
services that are comparable to those provided for 
in the FCC’s rules.

Coordinate all pole maintenance and make ready 
work with the new provider to save
costs: Every pole is maintained by its owner on 
a periodic basis, although this period may be 
in excess of ten years. Where possible, a local 
government should seek to align pole maintenance 
that benefits itself and all attachers with a 
provider’s deployment schedule such that any 
make ready work can be done at the same time. 

To facilitate this process, providers should identify 
the set of poles that they intend to use first, and 
these should be prioritized as part of maintenance 
cycles. This way, rather than having two sets 
of crews work on the pole    one for the regular 
maintenance and one to make it ready for fiber    
there need only be one set of work on the pole and 
thus one set of labor costs. (Providers attaching to 
poles should only pay for the portion of the work 
directly related to their attachment.)

Allow prospective attachers to perform all 
make ready work themselves through the
use of independent, approved contractors: To 
facilitate an even faster deployment process, local 
governments should enable prospective attachers to 
perform surveys and make ready work themselves 
working with a set of pre approved contractors, 
without having to get further permissions from 
the existing attachers. For instance, by setting 
clear standards for companies to become approved 
make ready contractors, the local government can 
help drive down the timeline for surveys and make-
ready work and speed fiber deployment. Moreover, 
having contractors work directly with prospective 
attachers aligns incentives in ways that can make 
the process move along faster.
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PROACTIVELY IMPROVE 
EXISTING INFRASTRUCTURE

Some of the more significant cost reductions can 
come from communities instituting a forward-
looking program to improve existing infrastructure. 
While some of these actions requires investment, 
it will provide a more conducive environment for 
providers in the long run and has the added benefit 
of reducing the government’s construction and 
maintenance costs.

Provide space on all poles for new attachers: 
Where they have authority, local governments 
can take pole maintenance one step further, 
by proactively providing space on the pole for 
providers. One way to do this is by expediting 
standard maintenance work and performing make-
ready work at the same time.

Install ubiquitous fiber conduit: By installing 
conduit for fiber with enough space for additional 
networks, local governments can limit the 

need for providers to engage new construction, 
further expediting fiber projects. For instance, 
the government could adopt a “dig once” policy, 
such that fiber conduit is installed any time road 
construction occurs. By doing so, the cost of that 
construction is amortized over all projects that later 
utilize the conduit, reducing costs and minimizing 
disruption to drivers. This can reduce deployment 
costs along roadways by as much as 90%, while 
adding less than one percent to the cost of the road 
construction.

Use building codes and community development 
plans to drive fiber deployments: It is common 
for local governments to set basic standards 
regarding minimum levels of service for homes, 
residential planned communities and residential 
and commercial buildings. Local governments 
should require that new construction and 
substantial renovations for buildings and new 
community plans to include structured wiring that 
allows fiber to be run easily to each room within a 
home or multiple dwelling unit.
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Section 7

FINANCING STRATEGIES
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Take the Public-Private Road to Efficiency
Wall Street Journal Opinion, February 19, 2013

In his State of the Union address, President 
Obama laid out an array of new spending 
proposals, including a $50 billion plan for 
highways, bridges and other projects. He wants 
to attract “private capital” for the plan, but the 
problem is that federal planners would remain in 
control of the allocations.

America’s transportation facilities need to be 
continually repaired and rebuilt, but decisions 
about where and when should not be made 
in Washington. Outside of the United States, 
the global trend is to partly or fully privatize 
infrastructure, which not only attracts private 
capital but ensures that it goes toward high-return 
projects. In many cases, infrastructure companies 
can raise private funds, construct new bridges 
or highway lanes, and charge drivers directly 
for their use. In the U.S., state governments play 
an important role, but taxpayers don’t need the 
federal government trying to micromanage it.

Historically, infrastructure in America was 
frequently provided by the private sector. In 
the 19th century, more than 2,000 turnpike 
companies built thousands of miles of toll roads. 
The great majority of America’s vast railroad 
system was built without federal subsidies, and 
most urban rail and bus services were originally 
private.

The 20th-century takeover of private 
infrastructure by governments (in the U.S. and 
abroad) pushed up costs and reduced innovation. 
Fortunately, some governments have started to 
reverse course. Hundreds of billions of dollars 
of railways, highways, seaports, airports and 
other assets have been partly or fully privatized 
in Europe, Latin America and elsewhere, but 
America lags behind.

Partial privatization through public-private 
partnerships has become a major source of 

infrastructure investment in Canada and 
Australia, among other countries. Such 
partnerships improve on traditional government 
contracting by shifting elements of funding, 
management, maintenance, operations and 
financial risks to private businesses.

With public-private partnerships and full 
privatization, investment is less likely to flow 
to uneconomical projects that are chosen 
for political or ideological reasons. Private 
infrastructure is also more likely than government 
projects to be completed on-time and on-budget.

The newsletter “Public Works Financing” reports 
that only one of the top 38 global firms doing 
transportation privatization is U.S.-based (Fluor, 
with headquarters in Irving, Texas). Of the 
guide’s 726 private and public-private projects 
from all around the world, just 28 are in the U.S.

Nonetheless, some U.S. states have moved ahead 
with private infrastructure. Several projects in 
Virginia illustrate the possibilities:

• The Capital Beltway. Private companies built 
and are now operating toll lanes along 14 miles 
of Interstate 495. They used debt and equity to 
finance about $1.5 billion of the project’s $2 
billion cost. The lanes opened on-time and on-
budget in 2012.

• The Midtown Tunnel. Private firms are currently 
building, and will operate, a three-mile tolled 
tunnel under the Elizabeth River between Norfolk 
and Portsmouth. Private debt and equity are 
covering most of the project’s $2.1 billion cost.

• The Dulles Greenway. This privately owned toll 
highway in Northern Virginia was completed in 
the 1990s with $350 million of private debt and 
equity, and without government aid.
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• The Jordan Bridge. Private firms fully financed 
and constructed a $142 million highway bridge 
over the Elizabeth River between Chesapeake 
and Portsmouth. The cost of this handsome and 
soaring structure—which opened in 2012—will 
be paid back (and then some) by toll revenues 
over time.

Nor is privatization only for highways and 
bridges. U.S. airports and seaports are generally 
owned by governments, but many foreign airports 
(including London’s Heathrow) and seaports 
are partly or fully private, including those in 
Singapore and Hong Kong, which are rated 
second and third best in the world by the World 
Economic Forum. (The Netherlands has the top-
ranked seaports.)

Then there is air-traffic control, which in 
America has long been poorly managed by the 
Federal Aviation Administration, with frequent 
delays and cost overruns on technology-upgrade 
projects. Canada privatized its air-traffic control 
system in 1996.

President Obama and other policy makers 
are correct that America needs top-notch 
infrastructure to compete in the global 
economy. But the solution is to devolve federal 
infrastructure activities to the states, then allow 
them to unleash entrepreneurs, innovation and 
market forces.

Mr. Edwards is editor of the Cato Institute’s website 
DownsizingGovernment.org.

 
OTHER EXAMPLES

LAS VEGAS: The Las Vegas Monorail Project 
is the first and only privately-owned public 
transportation system in the United States. 
Originally a rail line operated by the Bally’s and 
MGM Grand hotels to serve as a link between 
them, the state of Nevada passed PPP legislation 
allowing its further expansion. In 2010 the 
company filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy, but 
continues to operate the monorail. 

CHICAGO: The CREATE project is collaboration 
between the U.S. Department of Transportation, 
the City of Chicago Department of Transportation, 
the Illinois Department of Transportation, Metra, 
Amtrak and six private freight railroads to increase 
Chicago’s freight and passenger rail capacity and 
ease roadway traffic congestion caused by the 
intersection of roads and railways.

SAN DIEGO:The South Bay Expressway (SBX) 
is a private, 9.2 mile toll road extension of SR 125. 
Litigation and decreased toll revenues due to the 
economic downturn led the owning entity, South 
Bay Expressway, LP, to file Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
in 2010. 

FOLEY (AL): The Foley Beach Express is a 
13.5-mile limited-access highway linking the 
city of Foley to nearby coastal towns. The 1-mile 
toll bridge over the Intracoastal Waterway was 
designed, financed, and constructed and is 
currently operated by the Baldwin County Bridge 
Company, sponsored by the City of Foley.  

RENO: The Reno Transportation Rail Access 
Corridor, or ReTRAC, was constructed to ease 
congestion and air quality issues that stemmed 
from a major freight rail line passing through 
downtown Reno. The city partnered with the 
Union Pacific Railroad to create a 1.75-mile long, 
33-foot deep trench that freight trains would pass 
through. 

Source: “Public-Private Partnerships for 
Transportation Projects” National League of 
Cities Municipal Action Guide, Mark Perlman and 
Julia Pulidindi
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Increasing State Support for Local Roads & Bridges
Doug Enevoldsen, City Manager, City of Bixby

Doug Enevoldsen has devoted more 
than thirty years to the research, 
development, and administration 
of economic and fiscal policy while 
serving in a variety of legislative and 
executive branch positions at the 
highest levels within Oklahoma state 
and local government, and working 
with several governors and mayors and 
hundreds of legislators. 

These include stints as: Legislative 
Fiscal Director for the Oklahoma House of 
Representatives; State Comptroller for the State 
of Oklahoma; Deputy Director of State Finance; 
Deputy Executive Director for the Oklahoma 
Tourism and Recreation Department; Director 
of Finance for the Oklahoma County Clerk; City 
Manager for the City of Kingfisher; Chief of Staff 
for the Oklahoma House of Representatives, and; 
City Manager for the City of Sand Springs.

Doug is a member of the Coalition of Tulsa Area 
Governments, City Management Association of 
Oklahoma, and International City Managers 
Association, and is a frequent presenter on topics 
involving municipal finance at municipal training 
seminars and conferences.

Doug holds a B.S. in both Economics and in 
Political Science from Oklahoma State University, 
has completed all curriculum requirements for an 
M.A. in Economics from the University of Virginia, 
and has completed various accounting coursework 
at the University of Central Oklahoma. 

The complete title of this paper 
could be  “Oklahoma Should 
Increase State Support for its 
Municipal Roads and Bridges”. 
 
Oklahoma taxpayers, by an 
overwhelming majority, place a high 
priority on having good roads and 
bridges to drive on and believe that 
the state motor vehicle taxes and fees 
they pay should be used primarily for 
transportation purposes. A significant 
portion of these revenues have over 

the years, however, been used to fund growth in 
general government. Meanwhile, funds provided 
for constructing and maintaining Oklahoma’s state 
and local transportation network have not kept 
pace with the rising cost of doing so, resulting in 
serious deterioration of this critical infrastructure, 
something the legislature has in more recent years 
begun to turn around, for good reason.  The future 
of our state economy is at stake.

After decades of neglect and growing safety and 
cost concerns over the adequacy of Oklahoma’s 
deteriorating transportation network, a new, more 
fiscally conservative state legislature eight years 
ago began taking steps to increase state funding 
for the Oklahoma Department of Transportation 
and for county roads and bridges by allocating an 
increased share of state transportation-oriented 
revenues towards those ends. To their credit, 
Governor Mary Fallin and legislators last year 
accelerated these efforts.

In order to ensure the existence of a modern, safe, 
integrated transportation network throughout our 
state, and having now addressed our state and 
county components of Oklahoma’s overall road 
and bridges infrastructure network, it is important 
that lawmakers also address funding for the long 
neglected municipal roads and bridges component, 
on which 54% of all lane miles in our state are 
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driven. Fortunately, the same methodology used to 
address county roads and bridges funding needs is 
available to lawmakers to make similar progress 
on this vital remaining (municipal) portion of 
Oklahoma’s transportation network.

The state many years ago recognized it has 
a vital interest in ensuring Oklahomans have 
safe and adequate county and municipal roads 
and bridges, if our state is to have an efficient, 
integrated transportation system. It has done so 
for decades by directly apportioning a share of 
its annual state motor vehicle revenue collections 
towards support of both the county and municipal 
roads and bridge systems. After recognizing its 
funding support had fallen behind, the legislature 
in two separate actions in the past decade has 
increased the share of state motor vehicle revenue 
collections being apportioned for support of 
county roads and bridges, on a graduated basis, 
by a total of 15 percentage points, from 18.45% to 
33.46%. It is now time to address the remaining 
link in Oklahoma’s road and bridge network, the 
municipal one.

 Specifically, it is proposed that the state share of 
motor vehicle collections currently apportioned 
for support of municipal roads and bridges be 
increased in a similar, graduated manner, over 
the next five years, by a cumulative total of 10 
percentage points, from 3.1% to 13.1%.  As with 
the county apportionment, the municipal increase 
would be funded through commensurate reductions 
in the share of motor vehicle revenue collections 
apportioned to the state General Revenue Fund. 

To help ensure accountability, such revenues could 
possibly be used to first finance the creation of 
pavement condition index matrices in participating 
municipalities, and then be used by those local 
governments to improve their documented 
pavement conditions index scores over time. 

There are currently two measures pending in the 
Oklahoma legislature which aim to improve the 
state apportionment of motor vehicle collections 
revenues for support of municipal roads and 

bridges. These have the broad statewide support of 
TRUST, the Oklahoma Academy for State Goals, 
the Oklahoma Municipal League, the Coalition 
for Tulsa Area Governments, and a coalition of 
61 northeast Oklahoma chambers of commerce, 
school districts, counties, tribes, and municipalities, 
who made their adoption a top goal of the Tulsa 
Regional Chamber’s ONE VOICE legislative 
agenda. Similar recommendations were adopted 
by Oklahomans from all parts of the state and all 
walks of life, who participated in the Oklahoma 
Academy for State Goals Town Hall on Municipal 
Government in 2010. 

The Oklahoma House of Representatives will 
conduct an interim study this fall whose focus 
will be this legislation. If lawmakers review 
legislative history on the topic, they will find in 
2009 a measure was filed and met with broad 
support which called for apportioning by statute 
a share of annual state sales tax proceeds towards 
construction and maintenance of municipal roads 
and bridges. The rationale behind that alternative 
made sense, especially given how the state has over 
time both handcuffed municipalities to the local 
sales tax and then severely limited their ability to 
utilize that source for local needs by the state’s 
capturing much of the total practical available 
sales tax capacity, as explained further below.  That 
said, I believe the more recent proposal involving 
increasing the state share of motor vehicle 
collections annually apportioned to municipal 
roads and bridges will resonant more strongly with 
lawmakers.

As the only state in the nation which requires its 
municipalities to rely solely on a local sales tax 
as their primary source of operating revenues, it 
is widely recognized that Oklahoma’s system of 
funding its municipalities is broken and needs to be 
improved. (Endnote 1)

Continual passage of legislated exemptions from 
the sales tax, combined with structural changes in 
the economy leading to more (typically untaxed) 
service transactions, and rapid growth in non-taxed 
internet sales have each served to narrow the base 
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on which sales tax rates are applied, weakening this 
revenue source’s productivity. At the same time, 
greater use of the sales tax by the state and counties 
over time has constrained the available municipal 
sales tax rate capacity, making it difficult to enact 
local rate hikes to compensate for the narrowing 
base. (Endnote 2)

Thus what has always been an inherently volatile 
revenue source has become an increasingly fragile 
and generally inadequate one for municipalities, 
leaving cities and towns increasingly unable to 
provide the most basic public services on which 
citizens and business depend. With local public 
safety funding needs consuming the bulk of 
available local sales tax operating revenues, local 
transportation infrastructure needs have necessarily 
gone unaddressed, to the detriment of our overall 
economy.

It is a problem which will only get worse if not 
addressed in a pro-active manner. By its nature, the 
rate of deterioration in infrastructure accelerates 
over time, if adequate preventative maintenance 
dollars are not timely applied. On the other hand, 
early and consistent investments in preventative 
maintenance can significantly extend the life of 
the asset and lower the related life-cycle cost, 
improve public safety, and lessen the economic toll 
taken by traffic disruptions required during major 
reconstruction efforts. 

For the reasons outlined above, Oklahoma 
municipalities simply do not have the ability to 
address these important infrastructure needs on 

their own. Absent legislative action to correct this, 
they never will, to the detriment of our overall 
economy, public safety, and quality of life.  

On the other hand, action by the legislature to 
boost, over time, the share of state motor vehicle 
collection apportioned for municipal roads and 
bridges, will help to address a critical municipal 
transportation infrastructure crisis in our state, 
improve Oklahoma’s economic growth potential, 
and help ensure more of the transportation-oriented 
taxes paid by Oklahomans are used to fund 
transportation purposes, as the public desires.

Endnote 1 - The Oklahoman, in an October 2010 
editorial dealing with municipal finance, declared 
“Oklahoma municipalities are functioning with an 
antiquated, dysfunctional financing model”, adding, 
“Something’s gotta give.”

Endnote 2 - For the first 50 years of its existence, the 
state’s sales tax rate stood at 2 cents, and was used 
solely to fund the state’s public welfare department. 
After several years of rapidly rising then falling state 
revenues fueled by the late 1970’s – early 1980’s oil 
boom and subsequent bust, the legislature set about 
a path of increasing the state sales rate to 4.5 cents, 
directing all the proceeds into the state General Revenue 
Fund and an Education Reform Fund (HB 1017). It also 
allowed counties the ability with local voter approval, to 
enact a county sales tax, with a rate of up to 2%. Today 
the average county sales tax rate is around 1.5%. As a 
result, combined state, county and municipal sales tax 
rates in Oklahoma are among the highest in the nation, 
at around 9 percent or greater, and municipalities have 
increasingly found it difficult to enact local sales tax 
rate increases to fund local needs.
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Repair Bills Mount for Roads 
Daniel C. Volk, Stateline (www.pewstates.org)

Missouri officials say Interstate 70, one of the 
oldest interstate highways in the country, is in bad 
need of repair. But Missouri, like other states, has 
struggled to find money to keep up with even basic 
road upkeep. (AP Photo/Tom Gannam)
Missouri’s annual road budget this year, at $700 
million, is little more than half what it was just a 
few years ago. Transportation money dropped since 
2010 after a state bonding program that was paying 
for infrastructure improvements ended and aid 
from the federal stimulus ran out.

So now, the Missouri Department of Transportation 
is focusing almost all of its remaining money 
to fix just existing roads. There is no money for 
new interchanges or a long-sought widening of 
Interstate 70 between St. Louis and Kansas City, a 
major trucking corridor.

“We’re at a point where we are going to take as 
good care of the system that we have now for as 
long as we can, but we know that we can’t hold 
our own for long,” said Dave Nichols, the agency’s 
director. “You don’t add a room on a house when 
the roof is leaking.”

It is a frustrating situation 
all too familiar to 
transportation officials 
around the country. While 
a handful of states passed 
major transportation 
packages this year, many 
more are struggling to 
figure out how to simply 
keep up the roads, bridges 
and rails they already 
have.

“The maintenance idea has 
become the conservative 
position, or the fall 
back position, of these 
states that are not able to 
come up with a revenue 

package,” said Sean Slone, a transportation expert 
with the Council of State Governments. “But some 
states are even discovering that the do-nothing 
approach, the status quo, isn’t even achievable 
given the revenue levels they have.”

Besides fallout from the recession, states are 
contending with a long decline in the buying power 
of per-gallon taxes for gasoline and other fuels. The 
taxes generally do not increase with inflation, and 
people tend to buy less gas per mile as cars become 
more fuel efficient. But lawmakers at both the state 
and federal levels are loathe to raise gas taxes. That 
leaves cash-strapped states few attractive options 
for boosting road funding.

Missouri, for example, last raised its gas tax in 
1992. But since then, the cost of building materials 
has tripled, the state says. Lawmakers there shelved 
a proposal before adjourning earlier this month 
to raise the state’s sales tax by a penny to pay for 
transportation improvements. Legislators know the 
needs are great, Nichols said, but there are a lot 
of other areas in state government that need more 

money, too.

In the austere climate, 
states have focused 
on improving existing 
infrastructure. The number 
of bridges classified by 
the federal government as 
structurally deficient, for 
example, decreased by 14 
percent between 2005 and 
2012. 

And road conditions 
generally improved in the 
last four years, according 
to the American Society of 
Civil Engineers.

“While the conditions have 
improved in the near term 
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…that level of investment is insufficient and still 
projected to result in a decline in conditions and 
performance in the long term,” the group wrote in 
its 2013 infrastructure report card.

ASCE says the federal, state and local governments 
now spend $91 billion annually on roads. The 
Federal Highway Administration estimates that 
$170 billion a year would be necessary to improve 
highway conditions and performance.

Competing Priorities 
Michigan Gov. Rick Snyder, a Republican, pushed 
legislators early this year to devote $1.2 billion 
more a year on keeping up the state’s roads. He told 
them spending money up front would save money 
in the long run, like changing a car’s oil regularly 
instead of waiting for an engine rebuild.

But the Republican-led legislature balked at his 
ideas of raising registration fees and fuel taxes. 
Lawmakers also opted, for now, not to ask voters 
for a sales tax increase. Instead, the budget 
framework now pending in Lansing would spend 
an additional $350 million on roads, well short of 
Snyder’s goal.

“While we’re putting a lot of resources into roads, 
there’s still more work that needs to be done,” 
Snyder said in a statement released after the budget 
outlines were revealed.

In South Carolina, transportation funding may fall 
to the wayside as Gov. Nikki Haley, a Republican, 
and the GOP-led legislature try to finish a packed 
legislative agenda.

The House and the Senate disagree on how much 
to spend on fixing up dilapidated roads and bridges, 
and where that money should come from. The 
governor recommended an extra $77 million for 
repair work in her executive budget.  

Her proposal is closer to the House plan than 
the much bigger Senate measure, but she has not 
recently weighed in on the spending plans for the 
Department of Transportation.

In Washington state, the stumbling block in a 
proposal for major repairs is other items included 
in the package.

Washington Gov. Jay Inslee, a Democrat, is 
pushing a 10-cent gasoline tax hike to pay for an 
$8.5 billion transportation plan. Legislators are 
working on the proposal during a month-long 
special session in Olympia that started before the 
Interstate 5 bridge over the Skagit River collapsed 
last week.

One of the key sticking points is a new bridge over 
the Columbia River between Portland, Ore. and 
Vancouver, Wash. Republicans in a conservative 
bloc that controls the state Senate object to plans to 
include a light-rail line on the new span.
Still, the governor said the bridge collapse 
should remind legislators of the need for more 
transportation money. “I do hope that this incident 
will help us all focus our bipartisan effort to find 
a solution to our transportation needs,” he said 
Sunday.

The governors of Massachusetts and Pennsylvania 
are also pushing ambitious transportation funding 
measures with skeptical legislators.

Early Signals 
Early this year, legislators approved more 
expansive transportation measures that included 
fuel tax hikes in Maryland, Virginia and Wyoming 
that pleased transportation experts around the 
country.

Virginia approved a $6 billion plan to ease 
congestion in the Norfolk area and the suburbs 
of Washington, D.C. Neighboring Maryland 
passed a $4.4 billion deal that includes both 
major road improvements and new transit service. 
Wyoming’s 10-cent a gallon tax hike will help 
the state maintain highways and localities pay for 
infrastructure.

All of those passed this spring, but each came after 
years of studies, debates, competing proposals and 
public outreach.
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“What we’ve noticed ... is that it’s pretty unusual 
for a state transportation proposal to pass on a 
first try,” said Joung H. Lee, associate director 
of finance at the American Association of State 
Highway and Transportation Officials. “It takes 
years.”

Just because those states passed transportation 
packages in short order does not mean the job is 
easier in other state capitols, he said. “It’s still 
very difficult to convince the decision makers at 
the state level to provide a necessary amount of 
funding for investment in transportation.”

Missouri, Lee said, is a good example of those 
challenges.

Just last year, the state put the final touches on a 
three-and-a-half-year effort to upgrade or replace 
802 bridges. The effort, called “Safe and Sound,” 
cost $685 million and finished a year and a half 
ahead of schedule.

But Nichols, Missouri’s transportation director, said 
those gains will not last without more investments. 
Every year, he said, 100 more Missouri bridges 
become structurally deficient, adding to the repair 
backlog.

At the same time, increased traffic is putting a 
strain on Interstate 70, which was completed in 
1965. The highway was designed to carry 18,000 
vehicles a day, but now 31,000 vehicles travel 
it on a typical day. The transportation agency 
started studying expansion plans for the highway, 
including a concept for building truck-only lanes, a 
decade ago.

Money has been a major obstacle. The 
transportation department says expanding the 
interstate and keep up with maintenance would cost 
the state an extra $1 billion a year

“We have to do something, because it takes so long 
to get through these steps,” Nichols said. “We have 
to keep it on the front burner.”
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Paying for County Roads & Bridges
Ray Vaughn, Oklahoma County Commissioner, District Three, The Oklahoman, May 1, 2013

Editor’s Note:
This bill did not pass. The legislation would have 
redirected 5% (2.5% for two years) of the motor 
vehicle collection tax to pay for “major collector” 
roads. These “major collector” roads make up a 
total of 15,000 miles of county roadways.

As the 2013 legislative session enters its final 
month, lawmakers have many important issues 
still to address. One of them, covered in House Bill 
1080, affects every Oklahoman who drives in any 
of the state’s 77 counties.

The county highway system comprises almost 
84,000 miles of roadway and more than 14,000 
bridges. Within the county highway system, a 
“County Major Collector System” connects small 
communities and provides corridors for local 
industries to move product to market. More than 
15,000 miles and nearly 4,400 bridges are on the 
major collector system, including 142 miles in 
Oklahoma County.

The highways and bridges on the major collector 
system are in extreme need of new resources to 
maintain existing infrastructure and to construct 
new highways and bridges when necessary. HB 
1080 would reallocate, over a two-year period, 
beginning July 1, a total of 5 percent from the 
Oklahoma Vehicle License and Registration Act, 
for use on the major collector system in all 77 
counties, resulting in $30 million in new revenue to 
invest on county highways and bridges.

One of the primary reasons HB 1080 is needed 
is that in the case of a natural disaster or severe 
weather, FEMA disaster funding can’t be used to 
repair damage on the major collector system. 

Without new revenue, Oklahoma’s county 
highways and bridges will continue to deteriorate 
at a rate that will make it difficult for counties to be 
able to fully address maintenance and construction 
issues. In addition, the new revenue is generated by 
the license tag fees that Oklahomans pay annually 
to drive on state and county highways and bridges. 

I believe, as do my 230 county commissioner 
colleagues across the state, that these funds should 
be invested back into Oklahoma’s transportation 
infrastructure such as the County Major Collector 
System.

As a former state representative, I know the myriad 
of important issues that lawmakers face, especially 
during the last month of session. Investing in 
Oklahoma’s county highways and bridges, through 
the passage of HB 1080, is certainly one of these 
issues. I urge the Legislature to continue its 
commitment to making Oklahoma’s transportation 
infrastructure a model for the rest of the nation.

Approving HB 1080 will go many miles toward 
that effort. Oklahoma’s county highway system 
and the communities it serves will be positively 
impacted for years to come.
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Preserve the Municipal Bond Tax Exemption
National Association of Bond Lawyers, September 2012, Washington, DC

Two tax reform proposals now being considered 
in Congress would either cap or eliminate the tax 
exemption on state and local bonds in order to 
reduce the deficit.  These bonds are used to build 
infrastructure, creating jobs on the short term and 
stimulating economic growth long term.    

If the exemption is eliminated, interest rates 
for new bonds will go up immediately because 
investors will demand better returns in order to 
co ver their tax liability.    One proposal would 
apply the change to variable rates bonds already in 
existence, causing the value of bonds now held by 
investors to drop in value.   

The economic burden of the elimination of the 
tax exclusion would not be borne solely by high 
income bond holders who use these bonds to 
reduce their tax liability. It would also be borne 
by state and local governments.  The increased 
borrowing costs will be covered by increases in 
sales tax, fees, tolls and utility rates.  Those costs 
will be passed on to taxpayers, and ratepayers.  

The tax exemption encourages infrastructure 
development.  If eliminated, investment in long 
term capital projects will decline, as will jobs that 
go with it and the economic growth it generates.  
The National League of Cities and the US 
Conference of Mayors estimate that under some 
proposals as many as 892,000 jobs could be lost.  

Some have argued that the current system could 
be replaced with a grant or loan program from 
the federal government.  That would result in an 
inevitable loss of local control over local capital 
projects.   

The tax exemption has been in place in some form 
since the mid-1800s. In 2009, approximately $365 
billion in bonds were issued to finance long-term 
projects.  These exemptions benefit the economy 
more than they cost the federal government.  Now 
is not the time to eliminate a major feature of the 
tools to finance critical infrastructure.  Congress 
should leave the tax exemption on state and local 
bonds in place.
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Municipal Bonds: To Tax ... or Not
Cassandra Inman, City Attorney’s Office, Sapulpa

Cassie Inman is a junior attending 
Oklahoma State University in Tulsa.  
She is studying for a Bachelor’s Degree 
in Political Science and will pursue 
a Master’s Degree in Environmental 
Politics.  She is currently employed 
as a Paralegal with the Sapulpa City 
Attorney’s Office. Cassie is a native 
Arizonan who has lived in Sapulpa 
for over six years. She offers a special 
thanks to John Weidman, Esq. and 
Tom DeArman for their assistance. 
Cassie wrote this paper for her Political 
Science Class at OSU-Tulsa. It is one of five papers 
from that class selected for inclusion in this book. 

Municipal Bonds:  To Tax or Not to Tax, now that 
is the real question facing our federal government.  
With all of the recent concerns that Americans 
are walking towards the edge of the “fiscal cliff,” 
we are relying on the government to come to an 
amicable consensus of what is best for America as 
a whole.   Tax reform is never far from any political 
mind.  Actually, any implication to “reform” of 
taxes, is never far from anyone’s mind.  How 
can tax reform change the way America spends?   
Where should the government first look to restrict 
spending and recover towards the extensive deficit?  
Those questions are always in the forefront of 
whom we elect to office.  In recent years, there 
have been various proposals considering the 
option of eliminating tax exempt municipal bonds 
(also referred to as “muni bonds”) to allow the 
potential tax revenue earned in efforts to repair 
and compensate the federal budget deficit.   On the 
surface, it may sound like a great idea, but what 
that endeavor would do to municipalities would be 
devastating.  

To consider the option of eliminating the tax 
exempt status from municipal bonds, one must 
first understand what role municipal bonds 
play in the operations of local government.  Of 
equal importance is the understanding how 

the tax exempt privilege benefits 
municipalities in the view of the big 
picture.  

As stated by David Lerner and 
Associates, municipal bonds are 
defined as follows: “a pledge or a 
binding agreement that the issuer, 
usually public bodies and agencies 
such as states, cities, counties, school 
districts, governmental agencies and 
authorities makes to the holder of the 
bond to pay a fixed sum of money on 

a definite date, at a fixed rate of interest.”   David 
Lerner, goes on to further describe that “municipal 
bonds have offered a tax-free source for investment 
dollars… not only do they provide attractive 
benefits for the individual investor, but tax-free 
bonds raise the funds necessary to build essential 
public projects such as schools, bridges, courts and 
highways.”  (www.davidlerner.com).

Historically, municipal bonds have been a low-cost 
source of infrastructure financing since the mid 
-1800’s.  (National Association of Bond Lawyers, 
Tax Exempt Bonds, Sept. 2012).  Municipal bonds 
are a primary source of financial assistance to 
fund the public infrastructure.  Absent the ability 
to attract investors, municipalities would over-
rely on the secondary finance market consisting 
of taxable bonds, higher interest government 
loans, and other non-traditional and affordable 
financing to fund projects such as roads, bridges, 
utility systems courthouses, jails, and other public 
facilities necessary for the administration of local 
government.  (NABL, 2012).

So who determines the value of the muni bonds?  
There are basically three factors considered: 
Municipal bonds are guaranteed by sales tax, 
property tax, utility revenues or a combination of 
all three.   The more revenue available for repaying 
the debt the more valuable the bonds are simply 
because they can be issued at a lower interest rate. 
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Another factor in determining the value, is the 
length of the bond.  The longer the bond the more 
interest it will usually bear.  Supply and demand 
is yet another way of determining the value of a 
municipal bond.  

So, how are the bonds put to bid?  Municipal bonds 
are sold in basically three different types of sale:  
Public, negotiated or private placement.   A public 
sale is simply that, a public sale set for a specific 
place, date and time for the public to purchase.   
The bids are usually sealed and opened and sold to 
the lowest bidder. 

The negotiated sale is where the City enters into 
negotiations with an underwriter using market 
conditions to establish a rate agreed upon by both 
parties.  The bonds are then offered to potential 
buyers on behalf of the 
City.

The third process for 
the sale of municipal 
bonds is through private 
placement.  The bond is 
“placed” with a specific 
institution and not 
offered to the public.  
The attractiveness of the 
bond purchase is afforded 
to anyone, which is why the tax exempt privilege is 
so appealing to investors.  
  
The common misconception is that higher 
income individuals primarily benefit from the tax 
exemption of municipal bonds.    However, the 
exemption is mutually beneficial to both bond 
investor as well as state and local governments.  
(Dixon, K. and Temple-West, P., Municipal Tax 
Break Under Threat from Bipartisan Scrutiny in 
Congress, Business and Financial News, Dec. 
2012.)  States, cities, towns and schools districts 
that issue the tax exempt bonds, continually defend 
the bonds “as vital to transportation, infrastructure 
and other public projects, which would be 
threatened by an exemption roll-back” (Dixon, 
2012).  Exemption of bond interest from federal 

taxes encourages investors to buy them.  In fact, 
investors are willing to accept lower yields on the 
municipal bonds, “because the interest income 
is exempt from federal taxes” (McKinnon, J and 
Ackerman, A, Tax Breaks on Muni Bonds Draw 
Scrutiny, The Wall Street Journal, December, 
2012).  In addition, many states also exempt the 
purchase of tax exempt bonds issued by the state 
or any of its political subdivisions from taxation 
as long as they are residents of that state.  The 
federal act to remove or restrict tax exempt status 
could lead to the states following suit with similar 
policies.  

The exemption status of interest on local 
government bonds was once believed to be 
constitutionally protected under the doctrine of 
governmental immunities (Pollock v. Farmers Loan 

& Trust Co., 157 U.S. 
429, modified, 158 U.S. 
601 (1895).  However, 
in 1988 the Supreme 
Court concluded in 
South Carolina v. Baker, 
485 U.S. 505, that tax 
exemption on local 
government bonds was 
not “constitutionally 
protected” (NABL 

2012).   No longer being 
deemed “constitutionally protected,” has placed 
the benefits of the municipal bonds under the 
microscope for review and reformation (NABL, 
2012).

With the federal government’s budget deficit, 
officials are scrambling for ways to cure the budget 
deficiency in the most erratic of ways.  One way 
of attempt to gain revenue, the federal government 
has proposed that taxing the municipal bonds 
would raise federal revenue.  To what cost, is of 
grave concern to municipalities.  Municipalities 
rely on the attractiveness of tax exempt bonds to 
fund the necessary public improvements within the 
local government in efforts to absorb the financial 
impact such projects impose on its limited financial 
resources.  
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State and local government’s opportunity to access 
available “low-cost financing” not only encourages 
infrastructure development, it is vital to local 
government’s growth and ability to adequately 
accommodate its specific local needs (NABL, 
2012).  Eliminating tax exempt bonds would 
only force municipalities to gain the additional 
revenue necessary to complete projects from other 
revenue sources.   Ultimately middle to low income 
households would feel the most significant impact 
through higher utility costs, toll roads and higher 
sales tax (NABL, 2012).

In addition, the local government’s reliance on 
the financing from tax exempt bonds allows 
the municipalities to successfully maintain 
development of the infrastructures needs of the 
community without direct involvement by the 
federal government.  As stated by the National 
Association of Bond Lawyers: 

“If the current system were replaced with one 
in which the federal government provided 
grants or loans to replace the assistance now 
provided by the exclusion of interest on state 
and local bonds, the federal government 
would inevitably appropriate control over 
infrastructure and economic development 
decisions that are now made, effectively, at 
the state and local level.”

With the exception of the growth in federal grants 
and aid to state governments, especially in the 
area of entitlement programs, federal financial 
assistance to municipalities has continued to 
decrease since the early 70’s to late 80’s.   The 
notion that the federal government would somehow 
compensate cities for the higher infrastructure costs 
through grants and aid is questionable at best and 
simply not supported by history (Lee, R.D., Johson, 
RW and Joyce, PG, Public Budgeting Systems, 
2008). 

The federal government imposes strict regulations 
on municipalities to comply with all areas of 
local operation, such as water quality, air quality 
and environmental management.  The financing 
available through tax exempt bonds allows 

municipalities the funding necessary to comply 
with these federal mandates without relying 
fully upon the availability of grants and other 
higher interest federal loans.   Although the 
federal government has imposed such stringent 
environmental regulations for the betterment of this 
great nation, the compliance factor faced by state 
and local governments to meet these demands has 
created an unprecedented amount of long-term debt 
carried by municipalities to achieve compliance.
 
The federal government currently encourages 
and subsidizes state revolving loan programs for 
water and sewer improvements.  This is to ensure 
that the lowest possible interest bonds exist in the 
market place to assist municipalities with meeting 
the obligations of the Clean Water and Clean Air 
Acts passed by the U.S. Congress in the 1970’s.  
The efficacy of these programs will be negatively 
affected if tax exemption is eliminated or diluted.
 
It seems totally contradictory for the federal 
government on the one hand, to mandate that 
cities meet the stringent requirements of the above 
referenced “acts” to  further the national objectives 
of a clean environment and yet on the other hand, 
decrease the ability of the municipality to comply 
through higher interest costs.  In fact, as mentioned 
above, such contradictions not only is contrary to 
the achievement of a clean environment but also 
goes against the doctrine of common constituency 
which basically proposes that the welfare of 
all citizens, regardless of status in the federal 
hierarchy (federal, state, local) should be advanced.
 
Moreover, President Obama recently proposed to 
cap the federal interest deduction on municipal 
bonds at 28%.  While this may appear to offer a 
less burdensome impact than wholesale elimination 
of tax exemption, it nevertheless will adversely 
impact the attractiveness of municipal bonds to 
investors and serve to increase interest costs.  
 
Cities are struggling financially under the weight 
of unfunded mandates from both the federal and 
the state governments and have been “hit hard” by 
the recent economic upheavals.  One only needs to 
enter the search words “municipal bankruptcies” 
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in the U.S. on the internet to see how many 
municipalities are teetering on financial collapse or 
have already reached the early stages of financial 
insolvency.  While it is certainly true that many 
other factors, other than the tax exempt debate has 
contributed to such insolvency, removal or capping 
of interest deductions on municipal bonds will only 
make matters worse.
 
In conclusion, the one structure most appealing 
to both investor and local government is the 
tax exempt bonds. In today’s tough economic 
times, taxing municipal bonds would essentially 
destroy the American middle and lower income 
families.  Unfortunately, it can only be speculated 
to what extent.  Should the federal government tax 
municipal bonds, removing the very element that 
makes the bonds attractive to investors, and impose 
a tax on those bonds, would cripple economic 
growth for local government.  

With that said, municipalities are required by 
federal initiative to maintain adequate roads, 
bridges, transportation, and utility services to the 
citizen of its municipalities.  Someone has to fund 
those projects.  The municipalities would be forced 
to raise rates to its citizens already struggling in 
today’s tough economic times.   With the loss of 
jobs to overseas factories, the housing market 
crash, most municipalities are struggling to stay in 
compliance with federal mandates.   
 
The federal government should carefully weigh 
the impact removing or “capping” tax exempt 
municipal bonds would have on every American 
citizen and the achievement of national priorities 
that are essential to us all.  We must implore our 
federal government to explore other options in 
to satisfy those portions of the federal budget 
deficit.  There are vast amounts of state entitlement 
programs that negatively impact the national 
agenda.  

As a nation, we must find other ways to reform the 
national budget without ultimately affecting the 
working American.  
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Oklahoma’s State Bonding Capacity
Bill Strecker, Bank of Oklahoma, Oklahoma City

Bill Strecker, who has been involved with the 
financial markets for over 35 years, is part of the 
Public Finance team of BOSC, Inc. a subsidiary 
of BOK Financial. Mr. Strecker has been involved 
with financing various projects working with 
community banks, municipalities and tribes.
 
House Bill 2195 was introduced this past 
legislative session by House Speaker T.W. 
Shannon, R-Lawton, Representative Arthur 
Hulbert, R-Fort Gibson, Representative Tom 
Newell, R-Seminole, Representative Jon Echols, 
R-Oklahoma City, Representative Josh Cockroft, 
R-Tecumseh and Senator Josh Brecheen, 
R-Coalgate.  It was signed by Governor Mary 
Fallin and the law becomes effective Nov 1, 2013.

The new law states that Oklahoma shall not 
become indebted in an amount that causes total 
annual debt service payments from the General 
Revenue Fund to exceed five percent (5%) of the 
average of the general fund revenue, as certified 
by the State Board of Equalization in December of 
each calendar year, for the preceding five (5) fiscal 
years.  Current outstanding annual debt service 
on the State debt applicable to this calculation is 
$185,000,000 or 3.4%. 

The State could incur an additional $71 million in 
annual debt service payments before exceeding the 
cap.  At a current rate of 4%, the state could issue 
an additional $1,750,000,000 in additional debt and 
would be still below the 5% cap. 

For municipalities, debt could come in the form 
of a general obligation of the municipality backed 
by ad valorem taxes or debt secured by revenue of 
the municipality in the form of utility or sales tax 
revenues generated by their services. 

If the municipality wants to issue general 
obligation debt, it must have authorization from 
the voters of that political subdivision in order to 
become indebted for either a period of time beyond 
the end of the fiscal year or for an amount in excess 
of the income and revenue provided for such year. 
There is no limit on the amount of this debt. It is 
all up to the voters and the investors that would 
purchase this debt.

If a municipality wants to issue debt secured by 
revenue from either sales taxes or utility fees, a 
resolution must be passed by their city council 
authorizing this debt.  Any new or extended sales 
tax by a municipality must be voted on by the 
citizens. This debt would be restricted by the 
amount of revenue that the council is authorizing to 
service this debt.

Cities and counties in Oklahoma are limited to a 
total of ten (10) mills from ad valorem taxes for 
operating purposes between them.  Traditionally, 
the County Excise Board has not approved any 
millage for cities for operating purposes since the 
ten (10) mills have gone to most Counties for its 
operating fund.  

For purposes of the general obligation bond debt 
service, however, there is no limitation as to the 
mill levy for debt issued under Section 27, Article 
X of the Oklahoma Constitution (Section 35, which 
provides for development of industrial facilities, 
does provide for an annual five (5) mill levy 
limitation).  

State Statutes make it mandatory for any unit of 
local government to annually provide for a tax 
sufficient to pay the principal and interest as they 
become due on any outstanding debt. 
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Raise the Federal Gasoline Tax?
Carl Davis and Robert Poole, Wall Street Journal, April 12, 2013

The federal gasoline tax is broken.

Our highways and bridges are in desperate need 
of improvement and repair and revenue collected 
from the 18.4 cent per-gallon tax—the main source 
of funding for roadways—is falling far short of 
what we need to fix our crumbling infrastructure.
There is broad agreement that something needs to 
be done. The disagreement is over what.

Some experts say the quickest and easiest thing to 
do is to simply index the 18.4-cent gasoline tax—
which hasn’t changed since 1993—to inflation. 
We will need to find another source of roadway 
funding eventually, they say, but if we don’t do 
something now our transportation problems are 
only going to get worse.

Others believe the gasoline tax is obsolete and 
needs to be replaced with an alternative source 
of funding. Not only is the tax unpopular, they 
say, it is a declining revenue source because 
fuel-efficiency gains have reduced drivers’ fuel 
purchases.

They believe that a tax on miles driven is a far 
better and fairer way to fund our transportation 
needs, and say the U.S. could begin such a 
transition today.

Carl Davis, a senior policy analyst at the Institute 
on Taxation and Economic Policy, argues in favor 
raising the gas tax. Robert Poole, director of 
transportation policy at the Reason Foundation, 
makes the case for fees tied to miles driven instead.

YES: We Need a Quick Fix For  
Crumbling Roads and Bridges: By Carl Davis

On Aug. 10, when the summer road-trip season is 
in full swing, exactly 20 years will have gone by 
since the last increase in the federal gasoline tax 
was signed into law.

Despite decades of neglect, the gasoline tax 
remains the single most important source of 
transportation funding in this country, and for good 
reason: With the tax, people who drive the most or 
own the heaviest and least fuel-efficient vehicles 
tend to pay more during their frequent stops at the 
gas station.

Unfortunately, revenue is increasingly falling 
short of our transportation needs, leading some 
lawmakers to conclude that gasoline taxes are 
obsolete and should be abandoned. The reality, 
however, is that the federal gasoline tax could 
very easily be made a viable source of revenue for 
decades to come.

Inflation Hurts
Inflation is the issue. While the cost of highway 
construction and repair has increased 55% over 
the past 20 years, the federal gas tax hasn’t budged 
from 18.4 cents per gallon. That means drivers 
today are chipping in the same $3 in federal taxes 
per tank of gas that they paid in 1993, even as the 
construction projects being funded with that $3 
have become much more expensive.

Inflation isn’t a complicated problem, and it already 
has been addressed in many areas of the tax code. 
When Congress allowed the Bush-era income-
tax cuts to expire on incomes over $400,000, for 
example, all sides agreed that the $400,000 cutoff 
should grow each year alongside inflation.
This same basic fix, coupled with an immediate 
gasoline-tax increase to catch up with the past 20 
years of inflation, would put transportation revenue 
on a much more sustainable path.

Opponents of the gasoline tax often argue that 
fuel-efficiency gains have reduced drivers’ fuel 
purchases, so the tax can’t be relied upon. But over 
the same period that construction costs increased 
55%, vehicle fuel efficiency went up less than 5%.
More ambitious fuel-economy standards for new 
cars will no doubt accelerate this growth in the 
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years ahead, but the gas tax can easily be adjusted 
to deal with this trend. That, in turn, will provide an 
incentive for drivers to buy more fuel-efficient cars, 
creating a race to the top that will benefit both the 
environment and our energy independence.

We Can’t Wait
By contrast, replacing the gasoline tax with a tax 
on the number of miles driven would reduce the 
incentive to drive more efficient cars. A “vehicle 
miles traveled,” or VMT, tax also can’t possibly 
be implemented quickly enough to address the 
funding challenges we face today. A national 
commission that studied the VMT tax concluded 
that privacy and administrative hurdles would take 
at least 10 years to overcome, and concluded that 
an immediate gasoline tax increase is needed to fix 
our congested and crumbling infrastructure.

The idea that we could implement a VMT tax 
more quickly by combining existing electronic-
tolling equipment with annual odometer readings 

isn’t realistic. Nothing even approaching a 
comprehensive tolling system exists, and mandated 
odometer readings would be a poor way to measure 
miles traveled since odometers can be temporarily 
disabled or rolled back.

If our public officials make clear that transportation 
funds aren’t being funneled toward projects that 
don’t benefit drivers, and explain how better 
infrastructure would improve drivers’ lives—fewer 
trips to the mechanic, less gas wasted in traffic 
congestion and shorter commutes home—they 
could win over many who oppose a tax increase.

The day will eventually come when we need to find 
new funding sources for roads. But we can’t let 
that distract us from the funding shortfall that the 
gasoline tax can best address today.

Mr. Davis is a senior policy analyst at the Institute 
on Taxation and Economic Policy. He can be 
reached at reports@wsj.com.
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NO: Fees Tied to Miles Driven 
Are Fairer - and Smarter: By Robert Poole

Lobbying for a higher federal gasoline tax is a 
waste of effort.

Drivers, many of whom are already unhappy with 
the price of gasoline, aren’t going to go for it 
because they don’t believe the extra revenue would 
be used on projects that actually improve their 
daily travel. That isn’t surprising, considering the 
federal Highway Trust Fund has been tapped in the 
past to pay for things like “bridges to nowhere,” 
mass transit, recreational trails and museums, in 
addition to highway construction and repair.
It is far more productive to push for replacing fuel 
taxes with road user fees based on miles traveled 
rather than gallons consumed.

Cars and trucks, regardless of how fuel-efficient 
they are or what energy source powers them, 
will continue to consume space on highways and 
impose wear and tear on pavements. The fairest 
way to charge for using highway space is a per-
mile fee, with significantly higher rates for heavy 
vehicles (which cause most road damage) and with 
variable rates on highways prone to congestion.
The good news is that this can be accomplished 
without putting an intrusive government tracking 
device on every vehicle, an approach that would 
take a decade or more to implement because of 
privacy and administrative hurdles.

A Quick Transition
We could start the transition today, using existing 
low-cost all-electronic tolling (transponders 
and license-plate imaging) on all limited-access 
highways, such as Interstates and expressways. 
Recent research from the Reason Foundation finds 
the cost of all-electronic toll collection is just 5% of 
the revenue generated, compared with the 20% to 
30% inherent in 20th-century cash-toll collection.

What about all the other streets and roads? The 
only requirement here is basic cost recovery, and 
the simplest way to do it would be annual odometer 
readings in connection with license-plate renewal. 
Opinion surveys and focus groups find this the 

preferred choice among a large percentage of 
drivers. It gets a bit more complicated in metro 
areas that involve multiple states; there, people 
may prefer a system that records total miles driven 
in each state, such as a smartphone application that 
uses cell towers to triangulate location. No tracking 
of individual trips would be needed.

A basic mileage charge for ordinary driving using 
one of these simple systems might be a penny 
a mile. For someone who drives 8,000 miles a 
year (not counting expressways and Interstates), 
that would come to $80 a year—less than most 
people pay per month for cable or cellphone 
service. Miles on limited-access facilities, clocked 
via transponder, would cost more—perhaps 
3 to 4 cents a mile, to fully cover the cost of 
reconstructing and maintaining those premium 
facilities. So 4,000 miles on Interstates at 3.5 cents 
per mile would add $140 a year. That is less than 
$12 a month, far less than many people spend at 
Starbucks SBUX +0.62% .

States Take Lead
Replacing the gasoline tax with mileage-based fees 
won’t reduce the incentive for drivers to switch 
to more fuel-efficient cars—high gasoline prices 
and the latest federal fuel-economy standards 
are already doing that. So road-user fees should 
focus on recovering the full costs of highway 
infrastructure and managing that expensive 
capacity wisely.

Most of the research and pilot projects on 
mileage-based user fees are being conducted at 
the state level. Congress can help by supporting 
continued research, fostering interoperability and 
removing federal restrictions on Interstate tolling.
The Interstate system is wearing out as many 
routes exceed their 50-year design lives, and 
we need to begin a trillion-dollar reconstruction 
and modernization very soon. Since there is no 
realistic way to pay for this with fuel taxes, the best 
alternative is per-mile charging.

Mr. Poole is director of transportation policy at 
the Reason Foundation. He can be reached at 
reports@wsj.com.
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Raise the State Gasoline Tax?
Keith Johnson, Wall Street Journal, April 3, 2013

Maryland’s decision last month to raise its gasoline 
tax highlights a trend taking shape across the 
country: States are increasingly opting to raise 
gas taxes and other fees to fund road repairs and 
maintenance.

Gasoline consumption is down nationwide, thanks 
to more fuel-efficient vehicles and the slow pace of 
the economic recovery. Gas taxes also have mostly 
stayed constant in nominal terms, even as the cost 
of road repairs and construction rises in line with 
inflation or faster. The combination means money 
for roads—usually drawn from gas taxes—is 
increasingly falling short of what is needed.

The gas-tax increases come on top of pump prices 
that have remained high. After briefly easing at the 
end of 2012, prices rose again early this year and 
are averaging about $3.60 per gallon nationwide 
for regular gasoline. Any state taxes raise the cost 
for strapped consumers.

Even so, some 17 states—including some 
dominated by Republicans—have enacted 
or are considering tax and fee changes to aid 
transportation budgets, according to the National 
Conference of State Legislatures.

Virginia and Maryland passed new bills after more 
than two decades of inaction. Wyoming increased 
its gas tax to 24 cents a gallon from 14 cents a 
gallon, effective in July. Iowa is considering a 
10-cent-per-gallon hike.

Texas is considering a variety of proposals. 
“It doesn’t matter whether you’re Republican, 
Democrat, tea party,” said Texas state Sen. Robert 
Nichols, a Republican who is chairman of the 
Senate transportation committee. “Everybody 
recognizes the need for transportation funding.”

In late March, Maryland’s legislature passed 
Democratic Gov. Martin O’Malley’s plan to boost 
gas taxes by between 13 and 20 cents per gallon 

by 2016. That would catapult Maryland’s taxes 
and fees—currently 23.5 cents per gallon and 
29th highest in the U.S.— to among the top in the 
country. In nearby Virginia, Republican Gov. Bob
McDonnell spearheaded an overhaul of the state’s 
transportation-funding system with a new sales 
tax on gas and diesel that is expected to become 
effective this summer.

Most states don’t index gas taxes to inflation, 
meaning the real value of gas-tax revenue 
diminishes over time. Virginia hadn’t changed its 
19.9 cents-per-gallon total of taxes and fees for 26 
years. Maryland’s total hadn’t changed in 21 years. 
The federal gas tax was last raised in 1993 and has 
remained since then at 18.4 cents per gallon.

The American Society of Civil Engineers 
concluded in its latest report card that deficient 
surface transport, especially roads that are 
congested and in poor shape, cost the economy 
$130 billion in 2010. It estimated the U.S. needs to 
invest $1.7 trillion through 2020, but is on track to 
raise only half that, leaving a shortfall of more than 
$800 billion.

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce urged Congress 
earlier this year to raise gas taxes and index 
them to inflation to provide funding for adequate 
infrastructure. Business groups in Iowa, Wisconsin 
and Texas also have lobbied for higher taxes 
and fees, saying good roads are a competitive 
advantage for states.

Iowa is considering a 10-cent increase per gallon, 
but Republican Gov. Terry Branstad wants to link 
it to a reduction in commercial property taxes to 
ensure the overall tax burden doesn’t rise. 

“Any time you use the words ‘gas tax,’ there are 
lots of political consequences,” said Tod Bowman, 
a Democrat who is chairman of Iowa’s Senate 
transportation committee and a backer of a gas-
tax increase. He said finding a solution is critical 
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to meet a $1.6 billion annual shortfall. “We pay 
now, or we’ll pay later,” he said, comparing it to 
deferred repairs on a leaky roof.

In Wisconsin, a commission created by the 
legislature unanimously recommended a suite of 
measures in January, including a five-cent-per-
gallon gas-tax increase, steeper license fees and 
increased truck registration fees. 

But Republican Gov. Scott Walker rejected a higher 
gas tax and aims to increase revenue by issuing 
general-purpose bonds and selling state property.

In Texas, lawmakers are looking at proposals 
to make long-term transport funding more 
sustainable, including higher registration fees and 
rules to stop raiding transportation funds for other 
purposes. Despite support from some prominent 
Republicans, raising the 20-cent-a-gallon gas tax 
remains difficult.

Fuel-efficiency increases and a likely switch to 
natural gas for big trucks make gas and diesel taxes 
less appealing, Mr. Nichols said. He would prefer 
a constitutional amendment to earmark a portion of 
future taxes on car sales for transportation funds.

Oklahoma’s Gasoline Tax Rate Is Low by Historical Standards 
 and Shrinking The All-Time Low Expected in 2021
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Some states have managed to increase the tax, but 
many have had to increase their reliance on other 
sources-registration fees, sales taxes and general-
revenue funds-
 
Looking ahead, the Congressional Budget Office 
predicts new federal fuel-economy standards will 
reduce revenue by 21% in  2040 when they are 
fully phased in. To illustrate the effect of a 21% 
drop, the CBO estimates that if all cars on the road 
now met the stricter efficiency standards, it would 
mean a $57 billion cumulative reduction in revenue 
between now and 2022.

It’s true that Congress couldjust raise the gas tax. 
But the tax is already unpopular, and lawmakers 
have resisted repeated efforts to increase it. In fact, 
amid high gasoline prices, many politicians have 
called for cutting the tax to give drivers some relief 

at the pump.

So a more 
comprehensive fix is 
needed. And this is 
where it gets more 
complicated.

Though almost all the politicians and transportation 
experts who have looked at it agree that the tax 
needs to be fixed, they don’t agree on what that 
fix should be. They’ve floated all sorts of possible 
alternatives, including raising vehicle registration 
fees, using technology to track drivers’ actual 
mileage and taxing oil rather than gasoline.

Here is a closer look at some of the options.

Tax the Miles
The idea that gets the broadest support is to take 
the user-fee piece of the gas tax to its logical 
conclusion: tax motorists on the miles they drive. 
Many economists argue that such a tax-known as 

Replace the Federal Gasoline Tax? 
Michael Totty, Wall Street Journal, September 17, 2012

“The gasoline tax is running on fumes”.

For decades, the excise tax on gasoline and diesel 
fuel has been the main source of funds for building 
and maintaining the nation’s roadways. It has paid 
for most of the four million road miles currently in 
service.

But now there is agreement across the political 
spectrum that the gas tax is broken and needs to 
be replaced, or at least overhauled. The problem is 
twofold: 

First, the tax has failed to keep up with the rising 
cost of highway construction and repair. 

And second, improved fuel economy and the rise 
of hybrid and electric vehicles means that more 
driving won’t be matched by higher gasoline sales, 
and that how much 
people pay for the roads 
won’t necessarily reflect 
how much they use 
them.

“The gas tax served 
our country extremely 
well as long as the amount that people drive 
continued to go up and people continued to get 
lousy gas mileage,” says Pete K. Rahn, leader of 
the national transportation practice at HNTB Corp., 
a Kansas City, Mo., architectural, engineering and 
construction firm. Now, he says, “we do not have 
a sustainable way of paying for our transportation 
system.”

Transportation experts have been warning for 
at least a decade about the looming crisis in the 
motor-fuels tax. The federal tax, at 18.4 cents for 
gasoline and 24.4 cents for diesel, is unchanged 
since 1993. The tax buys about half the concrete, 
steel and other materials it did 20 years ago.

“The gas tax is running low. But what 
should replace it? Almost everyone 
agrees that there has to be a better way. 
The question is how to get there.”
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a vehicle-miles-traveled tax or mileage-based user 
fee-is the fairest, most sustainable replacement for 
the gasoline tax. The problem is how to track the 
miles.

States could simply check a vehicle’s odometer 
when drivers come in for annual registration 
renewals or pollution tests and give the driver a 
tax bill based on miles driven in the past year. But 
some skeptics say this is an invitation to odometer 
tampering. 

Drivers also would be hit with a large tax bill once 
a year instead of paying out the tax every time 
they fill their tanks. And for state taxes, there is no 
way to tell where the miles were driven: a daily 
commute or a cross-country road trip.

So some states are looking to technology. Wrth 
in-car Global Positioning Systems or GPS-enabled 
smartphones, the government could keep track of 
how many miles people travel in their cars, the 
roads they drive on and the time of day they make 
the trips.

Mileage-based fees can also be adjusted to 
discourage motorists from driving on the most 
congested roads or at the busiest times of day. 
Mileage-based fees “let us kill two birds with one 
stone,” says Randal O’Toole, a senior fellow at the 
Cato Institute, a hbertarian think tank. “Short of 
privatization, it really is the free-market  solution.”

Minnesota is wrapping up a test of a mileage-
based tax-collection plan that uses a custom-built 
smartphone app to keep track of participants’ 
driving miles. At the end of each day, the app 
automatically reports how many miles were driven 
in-state, how many were in the U.S. and how 
many were in the Twin Cities. The approximately 
500 people who participated in the test receive a 
monthly assessment of the tax they owe, like a 
utility bill.

Using technology to track mileage has one big 
drawback: privacy. Though states say they can set 

up the system so that personal travel information 
isn’t collected or stored, most people don’t like the 
idea of the government tracking where and when 
they drive.

Another problem is the cost of collection. The gas 
tax, whatever its drawbacks, is cheap to administer-
taxes are collected at the refinery and passed on 
to consumers at the pump. Tracking miles and 
assessing taxes on individual drivers is more 
expensive. One solution would be to have third 
parties collect the tax. A wireless provider could 
add the tax as part of a data plan, for instance.

Tax the Roads
Many support a more limited form of mileage-
based user fees: toll roads. Relying more on tolls 
is already helping states make up for lost gas tax 
revenues; over the past decade, about a third of 
all new limited-access road miles have been paid 
for with tolls. Toll roads have one big advantage: 
They tend to be more popular than the alternatives. 
According to an HNTB poll, 61% of Americans 
would prefer tolls to an increased federal gas tax or 
a mileage-based user fee as a way to pay for new 
transportation projects.

Still, without a full-scale shift to a broad mileage-
based user fee, tolls will have a hard time replacing 
the gasoline tax. States can’t convert existing 
interstate highway lanes to toll roads-unless they 
qualify for the small number of slots for a special 
federal pilot program. 

Virginia, one of the qualified states, has applied for 
federal approval to use tolls on a section of I-95 to 
pay for improvements on the busy highway.

Index the Tax to Inflation
Even supporters of mileage-based user fees 
concede they are a long-term fix. In the near 
term, some favor changing the gas tax so that it at 
least keeps up with the rising cost of construction 
without requiring lawmakers to cast a series of 
politically unpopular votes to raise the tax rate.
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A simple approach would be to replace the per-
gallon tax with a percentage-based sales tax. 
Several states, including Indiana and Georgia, 
already supplement their motor-fuels tax with a 
sales tax. A 2009 study of transportation-funding 
alternatives estimated that a federal sales tax of 
1% on gasoline could raise about $7.2 billion of 
revenue a year, based on gas prices of $4 a gallon.

Even so, a sales tax would be a volatile source of 
transportation funds given the wide swings in the 
price of gasoline. And it doesn’t address the long-
term threat to revenue posed by increasing fuel 
efficiency.

Another solution is to index the tax rate to some 
measure of inflation, such as the Consumer Price 
Index or an index of highway construction costs. 
The rate could be automatically adjusted quarterly 
or annually as prices rose.

“If the goal is to make sure that this funding source 
is growing at roughly the same pace as our funding 
needs, tying the gas tax to some measure of 
inflation would be the way to do it,” says Matthew 
Gardner, executive director of the Institute on 
Taxation and Economic Policy, a hberal think tank.
 
Florida currently indexes a portion of its gasoline 
tax to the Consumer Price Index; in 2011 the 
indexed portion accounted for 19.5 cents of the 
state fuel tax of 23.5 cents a gallon. While the 
CPI is more familiar to voters, tying the rate to 
construction costs would better keep up with 
inflation in building materials, which in the past 
decade or so has increased faster than general 
inflation.

Tax Oil, Not Gasoline
Another way to fill the gap in transportation 
revenue and needs is to broaden the tax base, 
replacing the current federal tax on gasoline 
and diesel fuel with a levy on every barrel of oil 
consumed in the U.S.

The proposal, studied by the RAND Corp. in 
2011, estimated that at mid-2010 oil prices of 
$72 a barrel, a 17% oil tax would generate about 
$83 billion a year, the projected appropriation for 
highways and transit over the next six years. To 
raise the same amount, the federal gasoline tax 
would have to increase to 46 cents a gallon and the 
tax on diesel fuel would have to rise to 52 cents a 
gallon.

The RAND study also proposed making the rate 
flexible so that it produces a steady revenue stream 
amid volatile oil prices. The rate would increase if 
oil prices decline because of, say, a soft economy 
and reduced driving, and it would fall as oil prices 
increase so that consumers aren’t hit with high 
prices and high oil taxes.

Tax Cars
Washington could also fill part of the gap in gas-
tax revenue by taking a page from the states and 
assessing a charge on vehicle registrations. The 
2009 transportation-finance study estimated a 
federal fee of $2.75 for cars and light trucks and 
$5.SO a year for heavy trucks could raise $1 billion 
a year.

Some states already rely heavily on these 
assessments. In Oklahoma, for instance, 
registration fees for new, noncommercial vehicles 
are $91 a year; in 2011, the state raised $629.7 
million from registration fees, topping its $447·5 
million in motor-fuel taxes.

While such a tax could raise significant sums 
at a fairly low additional rate, it’s sure to be 
unpopular and wouldn’t give drivers any incentive 
to reduce driving or avoid congestion. Nor would 
transportation officials have a reason to invest 
funds to meet the most pressing needs. And a 
federal registration fee would limit states’ ability to 
tap this source of funds.

Mr. Totty is a news editor for The Journal Report in San Francisco.
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Section 8

GOVERNMENTS
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Cities & Towns: Economic Engines of Oklahoma 
Carolyn Stager, Executive Director, Oklahoma Municipal League

Carolyn Stager is the Executive 
Director of the Oklahoma 
Municipal League.  She holds 
a master’s degree in political 
science with emphasis on 
urban affairs (with honors) 
from the University of Central 
Oklahoma.

Cities and towns are Oklahoma’s economic 
engines.  Most Oklahomans live and work in 
cities and towns.  They are hubs for freight and 
transport as well as vital data communication.  To 
grow, Oklahoma needs vibrant, prosperous cities 
and towns. For example here are a few facts about 
Oklahoma municipalities;

• 77% of Oklahomans live within a municipality  

• 91%  of STATE sales tax is generated within 
cities and towns 

• 80% of Oklahoma citizens and businesses 
depend on a municipality for water 

One key issue to prosperity for both municipalities 
and the state is the transportation infrastructure 
addressed by this year’s Town Hall.  People rely on 
roads, both within municipalities, those linked to 
surrounding rural economies, and between cities.   
Oklahoma’s regional airports connect businesses 
and citizens in state, nationally and internationally.   
Mass transit serves diverse groups from job 
commuters to seniors needing a ride to essential 
services.

Transportation of freight not only includes roads, 
transmission lines, rail, airports and waterways but 
transport of water from suppliers to treatment, on to 
distribution networks and ultimately to individual 

businesses and homes.  The 
three-fourths of Oklahoman’s 
living in municipalities could 
not exist without the support 
systems of water, wastewater 
and solid waste transport and 
treatment.

A relatively recent addition to the essential 
transportation infrastructure list for both urban 
and rural communities is wireless and wired 
transmission.  High speed data transmission links 
citizens and businesses to information and one 
another.  The need for funding can be challenging.  
Some communities have excellent access and 
others are still working to move into the digital 
age.  But there is progress. Recently the City of 
Pryor Creek in northeastern Oklahoma announced 
seventeen square blocks of free wireless internet 
provided by the city with a grant from Google.

Given the vast needs, how are municipalities to 
provide both basic and 21st Century transportation 
infrastructure needs?  What are they spending now?  
What are the funding sources?  What are the future 
prospects?

What are Cities and Towns Spending Now?
Excluding public safety, administration and long-
term debt; and just focusing on infrastructure, 
Oklahoma municipalities spent $544 million 
just on operations and repair in FY 2011 1 Yet, 
municipal officials repeatedly note that they are 
losing the battle against aging infrastructure and 
demands of growth. The largest expenditures are 
for treatment and transportation of water (27%) 
and wastewater (20%), followed by parks and 
trails (18%), streets and bridges (17%), solid waste 
transport and disposal (13%), airports (4%) and 
mass transit (less than 1%).  
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Thomas Moton, City Manager for Broken Arrow 
says,“The growth of Broken Arrow along with the 
reliance on an uncertain sales tax revenue, are 
both a challenge to providing adequate funding 
for infrastructure. A result, the issuance of debt, 
has become the primary source of funding for 
infrastructure.”

The tendency, when resources are inadequate, is 
to defer both maintenance and new construction. 
If your community is required by DEQ or EPA 
to build new water transport lines or treatment 
facilities, that need jumps to the top of the list of 
capital expenditures. When communities with 
limited resources experience deteriorated systems 
and roads; grants are one of their few options to 
remedy the most critical problems. Inadequate 
infrastructure results in a loss or lack of businesses, 
which in turn creates reduced sales taxes, thus a 
lack of revenue which equals more deterioration.

Janet Pierce, Clerk/Treasurer for the town of 
Gage added, “With the mandates added each year 
it is harder to do all that needs to be done.”

Currently, 38% of cities and towns are being cited 
by the Oklahoma Department of Environmental 
Quality (ODEQ) for having water or wastewater 
systems that are out of compliance with 
increasingly stringent federal requirements. 2  The 
combination of aging systems, growth, and these 
new federal requirements has stretched the ability 
of providers to fund their systems beyond the 
ability of local tax payers.  The Oklahoma Water 
Plan projects $38 billion in drinking water and $43 
billion in wastewater improvements will be needed 
within the next 50 years.

Long Term Concern: Funding Sources
Why are municipal officials concerned about their 
ability to maintain and build their local share of 
transportation infrastructure?  Overdependence on 
local sales tax to support more than half of general 
fund operations is a major factor.  While the 
average US city receives 15% of general revenues 

from local sales tax, for Oklahoma cities and towns 
it is 55%.   Sales tax is volatile, sensitive to every 
change in the economy.  Nationwide most cities 
have more balanced revenue structures including 
local property tax, which contributes a third of 
the average US city budget.  State aid averages 
12% nationally compared to 3% for Oklahoma 
municipalities.  

Oklahoma is the only state where municipalities 
do not receive property tax for general 
operations thus making our cities and towns 
‘overly’ dependent on local sales tax to fund 
all operations including transportation 
infrastructure.
 
To further compound sales tax dependence the rise 
of the Internet marketplace has put cities and towns 
in Oklahoma in an especially troublesome position 
due to a tax loophole that allows most remote 
sellers to avoid paying local sales tax.  The sales 
lost to local retailer’s means no sales tax to support 
roads, airports, water systems or other services.   
The loss to Oklahoma municipalities from Internet 
and catalog sales was $85.5 Million in 2012. 3

 
The fix to this continuing inequity must be done by 
the U.S. Congress.   E-Fairness is the solution to 
this tax loophole and can be accomplished through 
the bipartisan Market Place Fairness legislation 
currently working its way through the U.S. 
Congress (H.R. 684 & S. 743).

Another factor is competition for sales tax dollars.  
When municipalities were first granted the right to 
vote local sales taxes in 1965, the state sales tax 
rate was 2% and most cities and towns’ citizens 
voted for 1 to 2% local sales tax. Now the state 
is at 4.5%, counties can levy up to 2% (76 of 77 
counties have some sales tax) and some combined 
rates of state, county and city are now at 10%.  
Voters are reluctant to add new sales taxes for 
municipalities, regardless of the project, when the 
combined rates are already high.
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Perry’s city manager, Mary Rupp commented, 
“Aging infrastructure is a huge problem.  (It’s) 
difficult to raise rates to fund improvements or 
use as leverage for financing. (There’s) barely 
enough money just to do maintenance.”

Funding for roads and bridges is critical.   
Municipalities build and maintain more than 
27,000 miles of roads within their boundaries.  In 
the small communities, there is assistance from 
the counties who report helping maintain 4,536 of 
these road miles.  The small municipalities usually 
purchase the materials and the county provides the 
machinery and labor.  

But funding even for materials is often scarce.  
Most municipalities hope to receive grants or must 
rely on the meager state Street and Alley monies 
to assist.  Counties receive $10 in state road and 
bridge aid for every $1 to towns and cities.

When asked, Tim Young, city manager for Tuttle 
said, “Roads are a problem.  We spend more 
mowing the highways than we get in state  
funds for roads!!!  Funding sewer improvements 
is also a massive challenge.”

Possible reductions in federal assistance for 
transportation infrastructure especially for roads, 
water, wastewater, airports, waterways and 
telecommunications could seriously hinder efforts 
for both replacement of aging infrastructure and 
construction of improvements.

What are the Basic and 21st Century Funding 
Options for Transportation Infrastructure?
Federal enactment of the Market Place Fairness Act 
would allow sales taxes to apply to remote sales 
and be returned to the local taxing jurisdictions 
consistent with those making purchases locally.  
Enactment of this legislation would help level the 
playing field for local merchants now competing 

“Nationwide most cities have 
more balanced revenue structures 
including local property tax, which 
contributes a third of the average 
US city budget.  State aid averages 
12% nationally compared to 3% for 
Oklahoma municipalities.”

Oklahoma Municipal 
General Fund Revenues for 2011 1
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with tax free Internet sales and additionally provide 
relief for the loss of state and local sales taxes 
needed to provide funds to help with transportation 
infrastructure.

The passage of State Question 764 in November 
2012 will result in an expansion of the Oklahoma 
Water Resource’s Board (OWRB) ability to fund 
between 60 and 70 percent of the state’s water 
infrastructure projects for the next 50 years.   Many 
of these projects will be for cities and towns.
Another option that is almost assured to happen is 
increased rates for water and wastewater.   Current 
rates rarely cover operating costs plus capital 
needs.  Expect more “conservation rates” that 
increase prices for additional usage to encourage 
conservation of limited water supplies and reduce 
transportation and treatment costs.

Road and bridge funding will continue to be a 
problem until the state agrees to modify existing 
formulas and increase funding to municipalities.  
With gas taxes being a vital source of transportation 
funding and with the increasing number of hybrid 
and electric cars on the roads, the need will 
increase to explore ideas for new fees for these car 
owners to help make up for revenue these drivers 
aren’t paying in gas taxes on their fuel-efficient 
vehicles.

Public/private partnerships are mutually beneficial 
in helping to fund some areas of transportation 
infrastructure.   The key to success is to find the 
right mix of partnership to fit the need.  The City 
of Pryor Creek/Google partnership to provide 17 
blocks of free wireless within the city downtown is 
a good example.  Google has a presence in Pryor 
Creek.  Its employees and city residents benefit 
while Google has both good will and a pilot for 
similar projects.

Another mutually beneficial cooperative 
partnership has occurred between the tribes/nations 
and municipalities.  Years ago, the first efforts of 
cooperation were often mutual aid agreements 

between tribal and local law enforcement officers.  
The Nations are increasingly able and interested 
in projects that benefit the community in which 
tribal members live and work which includes 
transportation infrastructure.  

To grow, Oklahoma needs vibrant, prosperous 
cities and towns. Transportation infrastructure 
within and between municipalities is a critically 
underfunded component.  We must realize as we 
define our goals for Oklahoma that we compete 
in a global economy.  Oklahoma City Mayor 
Mick Cornett in speaking to a forum co-hosted by 
Building American’s Future, the Greater Oklahoma 
City Chamber and the American Society of Civil 
Engineers on June 28 2013 in Oklahoma City hit 
the mark when he said:

“We must develop a long-term plan of smart 
infrastructure investments in order to grow 
our economy and enhance our state and 
nation’s economic competitiveness.   Our global 
competitors know this and have been investing 
billions in 21st century transportation networks.  

For example, China has invested more than $3.3 
Trillion since 2000 and is now home to six of 
the world’s top 10 ports.  The European Union 
invested more than $578 billion to create a single, 
multimodal network to integrate land, water and 
air transport networks.  As a state and a nation, 
we must do better.” 

End Notes: (1)-SA&I data from the Oklahoma State 
Auditor Office for FY2011; (2)-Oklahoma Department of 
Environmental Quality and (3)-University of Tennessee
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numerous ways, Central Oklahoma has thrived. A 
new weekly television series, Found Causes, pays 
brief homage to Oklahoma City’s renaissance, 
but digs deeper to reveal many of our societal 
problems. The supply of material is virtually 
endless; a mirror reflection of the enormous 
challenges we face as a state and region.  The show 
is inspiring as it features Oklahomans helping 
fellow citizens in crisis. Each episode ends with 
volunteers declaring, “I’ve found my cause.”  

ACOG’s Cause 
For nearly 50 years, the Association of Central 
Oklahoma government has served Oklahoma. 
We are a federally-mandated and predominantly 

federally-funded council, and 
through a variety of programs 
and projects we have maintained 
a singular focus: to identify 
and address regional problems 
and create and advance 
regional solutions. To this end 
we advocate for regionalism, 
particularly as part of our work 
in transportation planning.  

This work includes a long range 
(30-year) tranportation plan for 
the region; air quality modeling, 

congestion management and implementation of 
intelligent transportation system technologies. 

We also do short-range implementation of 
programs and continuous monitoring of 
demographic and socioeconomic data that impact 
regional growth and travel demand. In addition, 
we house the following transportation-related 
programs: Bike-To-Work; Clean Cities and Let’s 
Clear the Air.   ACOG’s work results in new 
transportation policies and ongoing and potentially 
new funding sources that impact the entire 
Central Oklahoma region. Public participation is 
paramount to our cooperative and comprehensive 
process.  

The Wheels of Central Oklahoma 

The American novelist, Willa Cather grew up in 
Nebraska against a backdrop of severe weather 
and colorful local culture that included Native 
Americans and various immigrant families from 
Europe. She said there were really only two or 
three human stories, “...and they go on repeating 
themselves as fiercely as if they had never 
happened before.” 

Cycles in American History  
The late Williams Strauss and his partner, Neil 
Howe might agree with her. Accomplished 
economists and historians, the men are best known 
for creating a popular theory 
that asserts a rhythmic pattern 
in American history. Every 80 
to 90 years we go through a 
period marked by great public 
emergencies or crises. Within that 
span of a human life four distinct 
cycles occur. They’re called 
highs, awakenings, unravelings 
and crises.  

When Strauss and Howe’s 
book, The Fourth Turning, was 
published in 1997, it was so 
groundbreaking, that even though Google did not 
yet exist, a huge web community formed around 
their work leading up to one of the first Internet-
inspired “meet-ups.” Underscoring the predictive 
power of their research, in 1998 Howe foretold 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and the Great Recession that has 
defined the current cycle we are now experiencing. 
This cycle, considered a crisis period, began in 
2005 and will end sometime between 2020 and 
2027.  

Central Oklahoma and the Great Recession 
Compared to most states, Oklahoma has fared well 
during the current worldwide economic crisis. In 

The Fork In The Road Is ... Now 
John G. Johnson,  Executive Director, Association of Central Oklahoma Governments
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Lifecycles, Questions, Predictions 
Because lifecycles are inevitable; because history 
is likely to repeat itself, it is critical to maintain 
objective leadership during all phases. We must 
not be overly persuaded by a current cycle of fair 
winds and following seas. Both the rises and the 
falls are periodic, and so we seek to build a region 
that can withstand all cycles.  

Nobody wants to become Detroit, so desperate 
that the cultural assets that bring us to the dance 
are later sold off to pay our debts.  In order to 
create a region that can sustain multiple vortexes - 
political, social and economic - we must perform 
at a high level: the summit where we ask the tough 
questions.  

How are we going to overcome our growing air 
quality problems?  

How are we going to 
improve street systems 
throughout the region?  

How can we improve 
public transit?  

The intent of this paper 
is less about answering 
questions and more 
about drawing the 
curtains on some of the 
vectors. If we don’t plan a different architecture 
for our infrastructure in Central Oklahoma, they 
will converge and crash. The fork in the road is 
now. Better mobility means better commerce, 
which translates to a better economy for Central 
Oklahoma.  

Two Reports 
In addition to all the usual suspects of 
transportation reports and studies, are two new 
reports that can help us navigate our exciting 
future. The first report, Where Americans Want 
To Live is from the Urban Land Institute, and the 
second, a major study on suburban poverty, is from 
the Brookings Institution. Both ULI and Brookings 
are revered research institutions that are focused 

on making life and communities better for all 
Americans.   

Where People Want To Live 
 The ULI study reveals infill residential 
development is rising in urban areas while 
declining suburbia. More people prefer smaller 
homes and shorter commutes over large homes and 
long commutes. The Thinking Big Living Small 
movement is gaining traction. The majority of 
people want to live close to shopping, want to live 
in mixed-income housing and want access to public 
transportation.  

But, the desires of our citizens don’t match up to 
the reality of their lives. To bring them what they 
want will require high engagement. We will need 
broad support of the voting public to create the 
region they desire; if we are to create a Regional 
Transit Authority. (Please see my colleague Doug 

Rex’s paper on the 
Regional Transit 
Dialogue 2). 

How many years are 
there between today 
and the day someone in 
Central Oklahoma buys 
a ticket for commuter 
rail? It’s what our 
citizens want. 

Suburban Poverty 
According to the Brookings study, the poor 
population in America’s suburbs is growing faster 
than anywhere else in the country. Between 2000 
and 2011, it increased 64 percent, more than twice 
the rate of the urban poor population.  

Since 2000, there has been a nearly 42 percent 
increase in suburban poverty in Central Oklahoma. 
This includes all towns and cities in the seven-
county MSA except Oklahoma City and Norman. 
Other regions have had it worse. Akron, Austin, 
Minneapolis, Omaha and Tampa were among those 
with an increase of more 90 percent of greater in 
suburban poverty from 2000 to 2011. Several cities 
had increases well over 100 percent.  
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American Dreams 
For decades, suburban communities defined the 
middle class dream; but over the last 13 years, 
a significant shift has occurred in the American 
landscape. More people have been impacted 
by economic hardship. Poverty has become 
increasingly regional. Meanwhile, programs 
created decades ago to combat the War on Poverty, 
were not designed with suburbs in mind.  

For Central Oklahoma to thrive, we must create 
new policies to confront sprawl and fragmentation 
and our region’s inability to move people around, 
particularly people who are the most vulnerable 
economically. Consider the retail or hospitality 
industry employee who commutes to Oklahoma 
City’s urban core for work, but lives in the suburbs 
where housing is cheaper. Transit schedules do not 
correlate with their hours of employment. Thus, 
half their income can be consumed in personal 
transportation expenses. It’s easy to see through 
this scenario how improved regional transit can 
increase the region’s quality of life for thousands 
living in poverty.  

Consider also, our suburban and rural youth, with 
mobile access to new ideas, arts and culture, but 
few opportunities to engage with Oklahoma City’s 

cultural districts. One needs look no further than 
the rise of idea festivals like South by Southwest 
and the TED Conference to realize how critical it 
is to be a region of doers, thinkers, collaborators. 
We must be able to move rural and suburban youth 
and young adults into this network. Thus, transit 
provides access to many things not just work, 
home and school. It also provides access to social 
opportunities and the economy of new ideas, arts 
and culture.  

Summary 
The last time America entered the high cycle was in 
1946. For 22 years, until 1964, our nation ascended 
as a global superpower. The middle class grew 
and prospered and churches served as a  buttress 
for government. Enormous spending on defense 
during a relative peacetime was uncontroversial. 
Institutions were strong and individualism was 
weak.  

During the next high period, which will begin 
sometime between 2020 and 2027, American 
society will become more stable. We are rocketing 
toward this post-crisis era now. How can we 
leverage our foreknowledge to build the kind of 
transportation infrastructure we will want once we 
get there? 
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The Best Kept Secret in Tulsa 
Dewey F. Bartlett, Jr., Mayor, City of Tulsa

Multi-Modal Transportation

About half way through 2010 I began to think 
about what Tulsa’s assets really mean to this 
community.  I spent quite a bit of time taking stock 
of what are our strengths here in Tulsa.  

Of course I’ve known all my life the energy 
prowess Tulsa symbolizes.  Most people know we 
were once known as the “Oil Capitol of the World,” 
The energy business changed and most of the larger 
companies moved to Houston back in the Eighties.  
That collective decision precipitated almost two 
decades of economic difficulties and stagnation.

So where does that leave Tulsa.  My research, 
indicates that without the products Tulsa 
manufacturers produce, those big oil companies 
who left Tulsa would not be able to drill a well, 
refine crude or process natural gas.

I find Tulsa is second only to Houston in energy 
manufacturing related jobs and, is attracting world-
wide attention.  Move over Houston!

When I began to look at the history of aviation in 
our city, I was excited to find out that we’ve got the 
most experienced and prolific non-military Aviation 
and Aerospace manufacturing and training business 
in the country.  

Tulsa also possesses powerful resources that may 
not be as well known.  For instance, I wasn’t 
aware that we are shipping wheat from Oklahoma, 
Colorado and Kansas to Israel by barge and have 
been for years. Last year for the first time, the price 
of North Sea crude reached a price point that made 
it profitable for the first time, to send mid continent 
crude down the river by barge to Gulf Coast 
refineries for eventual sale around the world.   I am 
talking of course about the Tulsa Port of Catoosa.  
One trip around the port and you are assured that if 
there were a US recession, you would never know 
it at the Tulsa Port.

When I hear and see these kinds of things and start 
thinking about economic progress, I can’t help 
but think “how do we best use these strengths?” 
There is one important component to pull it all 
together and over the last 18 months the Tulsa 
Airport Improvement Trust (TAIT) and the city of 
Tulsa have been moving forward on an economic 
development project that has the promise of 
becoming a large regional hub for transportation 
and industry.

If you were in a helicopter hovering above 
Tulsa you could pick out each of four major 
transportation components within 5 miles of 
our Tulsa International Airport:  a rail system 
consisting of two major rail roads, a highway 
system featuring four major expressways and the 
Tulsa Port of Catoosa. Each of these transportation 
modes are fully engaged in moving freight and 
commodities today.  At the center of these principal 
components is 3,000 acres of largely undeveloped 
industrially zoned land.  This acreage is owned by 
TAIT, and the city of Tulsa.  The size of this parcel 
of land clearly identifies the best, largest and most 
likely, last industrial development opportunity 
inside Tulsa’s city limits.

We could identify this project by any number of 
names. I’ve heard it called an Intermodal facility 
or aerotropolis transportation system. For us, it 
is believed  “multi-modal transportation facility” 
best suits our needs.   All of these names mean 
“planned and coordinated multimodal freight or 
passenger network that provides efficient, cost 
effective, sustainable and intermodal connectivity 
to a defined region of economic significance, 
centered around an airport.”  That is a mouthful, 
but it is precisely the kind of project that has 
been envisioned and recommended by my 
administration, TAIT, PlaniTulsa, ODOT and 
INCOG. 

This project won’t happen without a huge effort 
by many. The railroads in Tulsa are two of the 
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most important partners in this plan.   I am excited 
to tell you they are on board.  Rick Webb, CEO 
of Watco, owner of the line to the airport said, 
“The proposed location of this facility is ideal for 
multimodal development and the addition of new 
rail infrastructure for the facility will increase 
property values and the area’s economy by creating 
new jobs.  Vann Cunningham, Vice President of 
Economic Development for BNSF railroad said; 
”BNSF Railway is interested in providing rail 
service to the Tulsa Airport Authority and this 
project is a priority for BNSF.  

Collaboration is the operative term for this 
endeavor to work. For months we’ve pulled 
together a great team who have joined our 
rail partners and me.  They include Secretary 
of Transportation Gary Ridley, Secretary of 
Commerce Dave Lopez, County Commissioner 
John Smaligo, INCOG Director Rich Brierre, 
Airport Director Jeff Mulder, Port Director Bob 
Portiss, TAIT Chairman Charles Sublett and Vice 
Chair Mary Smith.  Of course we could not set 
the table we are planning without US Senator Jim 
Inhofe and Congressman James Lankford. 
In fact, the potential of this project is so significant 
that during the recent debate in Congress over 
the passage of the transportation bill, Senator 
Jim Inhofe and his staff reached out to make sure 
that what was being contemplated in Tulsa was 
addressed in the bill.

There are very successful projects such as 
this throughout the country. Some of the more 
dynamic are in Alliance, Texas, Birmingham, 
Ala., Columbus, Ohio, and Memphis, Tenn. 
What makes the Tulsa location even more prime 
is the expected completion in 2014 of the major 

widening and deepening of the Panama Canal. This 
construction will finally accommodate container-
shipping vessels.   It will of course, allow larger 
ships with more cargo to pass through and up the 
Mississippi River rather than travel across country 
from California by train. It is expected that once 
the Panama Canal improvements are completed, 
the opportunities and volume of cargo through 
the Canal to ports up the Mississippi River will 
increase, both to and from the middle of the 
country, that being Tulsa, Oklahoma.

During upcoming months, TAIT and the Tulsa 
Industrial Authority will have performed feasibility, 
site and market assessments by nationally 
recognized transportation, logistics, rail and supply 
chain experts to lay out the plans and direction for 
the development of the multimodal facility.
Early on during the conceptual stage of this project, 
and believe me we’ve come a long way on this idea 
but there are still many miles left to travel to do this 
right, I caught a ride to Memphis and the mayor 
toured me all over their Intermodal facility.  It is 
literally gigantic. It is an industry all to itself.  The 
significance of a system that coordinates access 
to and from all major forms of transportation is 
well understood and very visible. The more I saw, 
the more I knew this was a project that we must 
pursue.  

Oftentimes we hear about studies and plans that are 
simply shelved to collect dust.  A good friend once 
told me, “If it lies it dies. “That’s not the case here. 

After years of study by state, regional and local 
planners, this is a project where local leadership 
says, “Let’s make this happen.” And it will become 
a reality.
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Planning Ahead Before We End Up Behind 
Roy Williams, President and CEO, Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce

As the visionary organization in Greater Oklahoma 
City, the Chamber is constantly looking for ways to 
promote growth in our region. Infrastructure plays 
an essential role in our ability to recruit businesses 
and talent. Without a pro-active approach to this 
issue, we will not be able to sustain the growth our 
region has seen in recent years.  

In April, the Greater Oklahoma City Chamber took 
more than 60 civic and business leaders to Austin, 
Texas, to explore best practices and lessons learned 
during our annual benchmarking trip. The city, 
which has seen its population grow by more than 
150,000 in 10 years (compared to Oklahoma City 
which has grown at half that rate), provide many 
examples of both success and struggle on a number 
of topics. One of the key topics discussed during 
the trip was Austin’s challenges with congestion 
and inadequate infrastructure. 

Like many cities, Austin has experienced its share 
of urban sprawl in recent history. In January, 
Austin was named as America’s Fastest Growing 
City by Forbes, an accolade that is not without its 
challenges. While the urban center is growing and 
thriving, the city still faces extensive challenges 
when it comes to transportation, congestion and 
under planned and under-utilized public transit. 
With approximate 150 
new people moving 
to Austin every single 
day, their expansive 
growth is stretching 
their infrastructure to 
the brink. During the 
visit, our delegates heard 
how the city of nearly 
300 square miles is 
working to strengthen its 
transportation system to 
meet the needs of today’s 
community. According 
to the City of Austin’s 

transportation department, the current mobility 
systems that serve the city’s business and cultural 
core are “inadequate to meet existing demand and 
future growth.”

Guiding us during our time in Austin were several 
Austin “experts,” including Mike Rollins, president 
and CEO of the Austin Chamber, who gave an 
overview of the city, along with a brief glance into 
its current transportation woes. He spoke frankly 
about how the city has struggled to balance the 
growth of public transit with the expansion of 
its highway network. He attributed much of that 
struggle to the battle between proponents of public 
transit and proponents of highways. “Congestion is 
a major issue in Austin,” said Rollins. “For years, 
we’ve had proponents of transit pitted against 
proponents of roads, with not much compromise. 
It has led to us not effectively finding solutions for 
our problems.”

Similar to Oklahoma City, Austin is attracting 
young professionals and recent graduates. 
However, while we are attracting them at a steady 
pace, Austin is recruiting them in droves. With 
this increase, Austin is also seeing an increase 
in the desire for efficient public transit. Austin’s 
transportation department operates a metro bus 

system, MetroRail 
and a successful ride 
share program. The 
MetroRail operates a 
32-mile track between 
the city of Leander 
(located north of Austin) 
and the central core 
with nine stations and 
approximately 2,700 
boardings per day. 

The City of Austin 
is planning to have a 
referendum for urban 
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rail in 2014. The plan would expand the city’s 
MetroRail system which currently moves people to 
downtown, but does not offer options for moving 
within downtown where the majority of congestion 
lies. It would also link the central core to other 
urban areas.

Beyond plans to expand its public transit options, 
Austin is also working to make its existing 
channels more usable. Some of these efforts 
include utilizing technology for real-time public 
transit information and developing an urban rail 
system. According to the department, the current 
mobility systems that serve the city’s core are 
“inadequate to meet existing demand and future 
growth.” 

One key takeaway 
from the 
infrastructure discuss 
came toward the 
end of the trip. With 
Oklahoma City’s 
rate of growth in 
mind, Charlie Betts, 
president of the 
Downtown Austin 
Alliance offered 
these words of 
wisdom: “Plan your 
transportation system now. If you wait for the 
growth, it will be too late.” And I hope that is the 
mindset we all have. Oklahoma City is developing 
and changing each and every day. 

Our citizens have the incredible benefit of being 
witnesses to and participants in a modern day 
renaissance. We got to where we are today because 
of forward thinking. There are a number of things 
we have been afforded as a result of that. And a 
number of things we cannot afford going forward – 
one of those being complacency. As we develop, so 
must our transportation infrastructure. 

Here in Greater Oklahoma City, we have a large 
commuter population. Each of the nine counties 

surrounding Oklahoma County has between 15 
and 60 percent of their residents commuting 
into Oklahoma County for work. And we know 
from the American Society of Civil Engineers’ 
2013 Report Card that Oklahoma received pretty 
dismal scores when it comes to the strength of its 
infrastructure (with an overall grade of “D”). 

Thankfully, we are seeing investments on some of 
the roads that carry our workers on a daily basis. 
From the new I-40 Crosstown to the changes at 
the I-44 and I-235 junction, the progress of Gov. 
Fallin’s Bridge Improvement Plan and several 
other projects, our state is making a much needed 
investment in vital transportation channels. 
Unfortunately, these items are just a few on a list 
of infrastructure needs that reaches $76 billion 

to complete, and 
with the federal 
government’s 
recent scale-
back of funding 
infrastructure 
projects, the tasks 
ahead will likely 
fall on Oklahomans 
through state and 
municipal taxes or 
bonds.

And our need for infrastructure spending does 
not end there. Current and future investment in 
our highway system is going to be essential to the 
health of transportation infrastructure. But what the 
experts in Austin (and probably in any larger city) 
will tell you is that an effective city and regional 
transportation system is multifaceted, and it is 
important that here in Greater Oklahoma City we 
build on all of the pieces. Like many cities, the road 
to sufficient and efficient infrastructure is going to 
be a long one. We have many conversations and 
planning sessions in our future. 

But what I do know about the people of Greater 
Oklahoma City is that we are visionaries and we 
have a track record for making things happen. 
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Cost vs. Service of Municipal Utilities
Chris Miller, Junior Political Science Major, OSU-Tulsa

Chris Miller is a native of Skiatook 
and a Junior Political Science major 
at OSU-Tulsa. He will graduate in 
2014. He wrote this paper for his 
Political Science Class at OSU-Tulsa. 
It is one of five papers from that class 
selected for inclusion in this book. 

On July 7, 1907, the Census Bureau 
conducted a special census of the 
Oklahoma and Indian territories 
and determined the population of 
the area, soon to become the State of Oklahoma, 
consisted of 1,414,177.  The estimated population 
of Oklahoma, according to the Census Bureau 
statistics of 2010, is 3,751,351 with a density of 
54.7 persons per square mile.  In addition, the 2010 
Census identifies 597 incorporated places and 136 
Census Designated Places, which total 733 places 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  

The Census breaks down the incorporated places 
into 164 cities and 433 towns, which does not 
match the Oklahoma Corporation Commissions 
(OCC) lists of utilities provided to Oklahoma 
cities and towns, because the two entities define 
cities and towns differently.  The land mass of 
Oklahoma is 68,655 square miles with the majority 
of residents in two geographical locations with 
the centers being Oklahoma City and Tulsa 
(Worldmark Encyclopedia of States, 2007).

The State of Oklahoma has the 19th largest land 
mass per square mile in the United States and 
hundreds of towns with customers who need 
electricity and gas. The population density of 
approximately 54.7 persons per square miles does 
not account for the small communities spread 
across the State, nor the fact that two geographical 
areas contain two thirds of the State population.  
This means the small communities that provide 
utilities to their citizens must find ways to maintain 
expensive infrastructures for limited customers.  

The small scope of municipal 
owned utilities, current legislation 
and regulation coupled with the 
dependence of municipalities on 
grants, and the failure of the State to 
require easy access to information 
about rates for comparison by 
customers, leaves customers 
vulnerable to high cost and 
communities with stagnate economic 
development.  These issues do not 
present an immediate problem, but as 

the state population in rural communities continues 
to age, the customers will not be able to keep up 
with the high cost of maintenance due to fixed 
incomes and low populations.

The scope of municipal owned utilities affects 
about 10 percent of the customers in Oklahoma.  
The Oklahoma Corporation Commission lists 693 
cities and towns in Oklahoma that either public 
utility companies or municipalities provide service 
to customers.  The OCC lists fifty-six municipally 
owned gas companies with approximately 63,300 
customers, which is approximately two percent of 
the total customers and the numbers do not present 
a good argument for future investment (OCC, 
Oklahoma Utilities by City, 2013).  

The Oklahoma Corporation Commission lists seven 
investor-owned natural gas utilities that it regulates, 
while these companies provide services to 
approximately 2,526,360 either as the provider of 
direct service to individual customers or transport 
service to the gate controlling distribution.  For 
example, the Oklahoma Corporation Commission 
lists each city and town in Oklahoma and the entity 
that provides the service to individual customers, 
such as an investor-owned natural gas utility, 
municipality, public works authority, or trust.  The 
Corporation Commission also lists the cities or 
towns that receive propane services, although 
the LP Gas Research, Marketing and Safety 
Commission regulates this industry.  
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Again, the Oklahoma 
Corporation Commission only 
regulates seven companies 
and they are the following: 
Arkansas-Oklahoma Gas 
Corporation, CenterPoint 
Energy Company, Ft. Cobb 
Fuel Authority, LeAnn Gas 
Company, Oklahoma Natural 
Gas, Panhandle Natural 
Gas Incorporated, and West 
Texas Gas Company.  The 
Oklahoma Corporation 
Commission does not regulate 
municipalities after they 
receive the gas from one of the regulated transport 
companies. This allows the municipalities to set 
rates for further distribution to its customers, albeit 
through a legally recognized board allowed by 
Oklahoma State Statute.  The largest municipally 
owned gas provider is the City of Pryor with 
approximately 9,060 customers, next Guymon with 
approximately 9,000 customers, and the town of 
Castle on the other end of the spectrum with only 
90 customers.  In addition, the municipally owned 
utilities have significant geographic separation 
from one another and most are far from major 
metropolitan areas whose customers receive service 
from one or more of the regulated entities directly.

Electric Utilities make up the other half of 
the discussion and the Oklahoma Corporation 
Commission provides data to explain the scope 
of electric utilities as it pertains to the State of 
Oklahoma and the customers of the electric 
utilities.  The OCC lists 68 municipally owned 
electric utility companies, which accounts for 
service for approximately 13 percent of customers 
using electric in Oklahoma and the total number 
of customers municipalities service is 343,770.  
The OCC regulates three investor-owned electric 
utilities and they are as follows: Empire District 
Electric Company, Oklahoma Gas and Electric 
Company, and Public Service Company of 
Oklahoma (OCC, Electric Utilities, 2013).  In 
addition, according to the OCC, “the legislature 
passed a statute allowing electric cooperatives to 
opt out of price regulation.  

Most electric cooperatives 
have opted out.”(OCC, 
Electric Utilities, 2013)  
Those that have not 
opted out are as follows:  
Arkansas Valley Electric 
Cooperative, Canadian 
Valley Electric Cooperative, 
Northeast Oklahoma Electric 
Cooperative, Rich Mountain 
Electric Cooperative, and 
Southwest Arkansas Electric 
Cooperative.  Moreover, 
the Oklahoma Corporation 
Commission regulates the 

reliability of service for an additional 25 electric 
cooperatives that opted out per the State legislation.

The total number of Oklahoma customers that rely 
on municipalities for either gas or electric utility 
service is 407,070 and this number accounts for 
approximately 16 percent of total utility customers 
in the State of Oklahoma.  The State ranks 19th 
in the United States per land area and 15th among 
States for smallest population density (WorldAtlas, 
Lowest Population Density, 2008).  The 
combination of these two statistics, along with an 
aging and slowly growing population in some rural 
communities will place a larger burden on citizens 
in the future. Furthermore, the politics of today 
suggest future expensive Federal Environmental 
Protection Agency mandates and regular 
maintenance of existing systems will increase the 
burden on small rural customers in addition to the 
previous mentioned issues.

The Oklahoma Constitution clearly establishes 
the authority of the Oklahoma Corporation 
Commission and the municipalities of Oklahoma.  
For instance, Article 9 of the Oklahoma 
Constitution established the Corporation 
Commission in 1907.  Moreover, Article 10, 
Section 27 of the Oklahoma Constitution gives 
municipalities the ability to own and operate 
public utilities and this is evident when the Section 
states, “Any incorporated city or town in this state 
may … be allowed to become indebted in a larger 
amount than that specified in Section 26, for the 
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purpose of purchasing 
or constructing public 
utilities…” (Oklahoma 
Constitution, 2013) 

Furthermore, Section 18 
of Article 9 prevents the 
OCC from regulating 
municipalities.  For 
example Article 9, 
Section 18 states “…
nothing in this section 
shall impair the rights … 
conferred by law upon 
the authorities of any city, 
town or county to prescribe rules, regulations, or 
rates of charges…” (Oklahoma Constitution, 2013).  
The previously identified Articles and Sections 
exemplify some of the power and authority given 
to municipalities in order for these municipalities to 
own and operate public utilities, while preventing 
the Oklahoma Corporation Commission from 
regulating the individual municipalities.  

The aforementioned Articles and Sections allow 
the towns and cities in Oklahoma to enter into 
franchise agreements with investor-owned 
utility providers and provide municipally owned 
utilities to the citizens of the cities and towns in 
Oklahoma.  The municipalities rely on one of the 
seven regulated gas utilities in order to provide 
transport services for gas purchased although the 
OCC does not regulate city and municipally owned 
utilities.  Sometimes the purchased gas comes from 
gas companies not regulated because they only 
distribute wholesale products and do not provide 
service to individual public customers, but the gas 
purchased for distribution by the municipalities 
comes from transmission lines provided from 
usually one of the regulated gas companies.

The towns and cities in Oklahoma provide gas 
service for approximately 63,300 customers, 
while the seven regulated utility companies 
provide approximately 2,412,260 customers with 
service.  Many small communities face revenue 
issues with the decline of business growth in these 
communities, and in some cases the exodus of 

existing businesses.  
This creates an extreme 
hardship for many 
already struggling 
communities that rely 
on sales tax as revenue 
for their operating 
budgets.  Moreover, 
competition for sales 
tax revenue between 
municipal and county 
governments coupled 
with many exemptions 
given to businesses and 

special entities serves 
to compound the revenue issues facing many 
communities with eroding economies.  

The “OML Task Force on The Future of Municipal 
Finance: Municipal Revenue Report” identified 
this problem in the Oklahoma Municipal Leagues 
October, 1999 report.  For Example, the OML 
report explains, “Future municipal expenditures 
will likely grow significantly as cities and towns 
strive to maintain core services ... Rising personnel 
costs, deteriorating infrastructure, unfunded state 
and federal mandates and federal downsizing…are 
examples of issues that cause significant stress on 
municipal budgets” (Municipal Revenue Report, 
1999).  

In addition, the community of Sperry located 
five miles north of Tulsa, provides an example of 
a small community’s capacity to provide utility 
services. The town voted down the Union Gas 
franchise and secured grants to purchase the 
franchise; and voted to upgrade Sperry’s existing 
water utility.  The town soon realized that the 
infrastructure of the gas utility required costly 
maintenance, which severely stressed Sperry’s 
small tax base.  This realization led utility board 
to seek ways to finance needed repairs. One such 
option was to seek out an entity to purchase the 
gas utility.  This transaction requires a vote by the 
citizens of the town to authorize a franchise to 
the company the town sought to purchase and a 
negotiated contract for the purchase of the utility.  
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This avenue did not work because of the grant, 
which combined the water utility and the gas 
utility.  The gas company and the town could not 
come to an agreement because the purchase price 
could not be determined because the utility grant 
was combined between the gas utilities and the 
water utilities.  Therefore, raising revenue through 
increased rates was the town’s only option for 
financing maintenance of the failing system.  The 
gas bills in Sperry tend to be significantly higher 
than those customers who are provided gas by 
Oklahoma Natural Gas Company although the 
town purchases gas for distribution from this same 
company.  

For example, this year customers in Sperry pay 
approximately nine dollars a dekatherm for gas 
distributed by the municipality, while the gas 
provided to customers in other localities by the 
regulated gas company, Oklahoma Natural Gas, 
pay approximately five dollars a dekatherm (L. 
Miller, personal communication, 20 April 2013).  
This is a significant cost to citizens who typically 
reside in communities where the average income is 
substantially lower than metropolitan areas and the 
town will most likely raise rates again to combat 
future expenses for utilities and profits.

The Oklahoma Constitution under Article 9, 
Section 18 does provide for recourse by citizens, 
but the burden of proof relies on the citizen and 
requires the citizen to file a complaint. This is 
time consuming and significantly costly when this 
process requires a citizen to be knowledgeable 
of a system that does not provide easy access 
to information, short of timely research for the 
individual citizen to determine whether they are 
receiving a fair rate and file a complaint through 
the Oklahoma Corporation Commission.

The Oklahoma Corporation Commission does 
not regulate municipally owned utilities and most 
electric cooperatives.  There are 343,770 customers 
municipalities provide electrical service.  This 
number makes up 14 percent of the total amount of 
electric customers in the State of Oklahoma.  All 
utility customers in the state, whether a user of gas 
or propane, usually purchases electric and provide 

a stable base of revenue required to maintain this 
infrastructure.

The numerous amount of customers allows utility 
companies, whether municipal, investor-owned, 
or a cooperative, to maintain stable affordable 
electric.  Stable rates and relatively cheaper 
maintenance cost in comparison to gas utility 
infrastructure provides municipalities the ability 
to generate a profit for the community while 
maintaining rates slightly more expensive than the 
electric cooperatives or investment-owned utility 
companies.  

The stability of rates is susceptible to many factors 
and the current federal political climate could 
affect the price customers pay for electric service 
in the future.  For example, the majority of power 
plants in Oklahoma are coal based and current 
federal government trends towards more stringent 
regulation of these types of energy producing 
plants could significantly increase the cost for the 
power plants to produce electricity, ultimately 
costing the end customer much more than they 
currently pay.  

EPA regulation does not only affect the electric 
producers, but also the individual municipally 
owned utilities.  If EPA regulations are mandated 
and unfunded, small towns and cities will not be 
able to absorb the cost that they currently endure 
plus the cost of new regulation.  The cost will 
ultimately force the burden on the individual 
customer and ultimately lead to a slower economy 
and less economic development in areas that deeply 
need it.

The Oklahoma constitution gives individual 
customers of municipally owned utility companies 
and avenue of recourse when they feel they are 
not receiving fair rates or service.  The customer 
must initiate this process and a complaint filed to 
the Oklahoma Corporation Commission with the 
burden of proof falling upon the customer and 
then adjudication managed through an arbitrator 
appointed by the OCC.  This seems fair, but the 
burden is placed on the customer and usually these 
customers don’t realize unfair treatment.  
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The Oklahoma Corporation Commission provides 
valuable information on their website, but not 
information on individual municipality rates 
because the Oklahoma Constitution prevents 
the Commission from regulating municipalities.  
Some municipalities do provide information on 
city websites, but the majority does not, requiring 
individual customers to go through the time 
consuming process of individually researching 
individual municipally owned utilities to ensure 
they receive fair treatment.  The State’s ability to 
assist the citizens of the Oklahoma through easy 
accessible information as it pertains to energy 
rates will allow citizens to be informed and assist 
in finding meaningful solution for an increasing 
problem.

The lack of regulation of municipally owned 
utility companies present a burden to individual 
citizens and customers of those communities, 
because communities across Oklahoma face 
turbulent economic times resulting in reduction 
of community’s revenue due to loss of businesses 
providing revenue based on sales tax.  This factor 
leads to many communities raising rates on 
customers in order to produce profits for the town 
or city at unreasonable rates.  

The rate increases are considered just, but they 
are really an unregulated tax on the individual 
citizens of the community.  Regulation will force 
communities to make a reasonable and regulated 
profit, while exposing and eliminating unfair 
treatment of customer.  This will also require 
communities to seek other avenues of generating 
income for their communities rather than placing 
unfair rates.  

Some communities may realize companies with a 
larger customer base can absorb cost better than a 
community of 90 and decide to assist their citizens 
rather than punish them with unfair taxes.
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Tribal Transportation Impacts in Oklahoma 
Isaac Hawkins, Chickasaw Nation and Rob Endicott, Cherokee Nation

Historical Perspective 
From the days of Indian Territory to present-day 
Oklahoma, much of the state’s transportation 
infrastructure is built upon trail systems created by 
Native Americans; and public highways established 
by the United States Government during days 
of Indian allotment. Trails used for trading 
purposes would later become a part of Oklahoma’s 
highways and county collectors system. Public 
highways designed to provide access to each 
individual Indian allotment are now referred to as 
“Oklahoma’s section-line roads”. 

Even after 1907 statehood, Oklahoma continues 
to be treated as an Indian reservation because of 
the federal government’s trust responsibility to the 
vast number of Native Americans in the state. In 
order to demonstrate this fact, the term “former 
reservations in Oklahoma” is specified in numerous 
federal statutes including the current Highway 
Code (23 U.S.C.) and Highway legislation. As 
a result, Native Americans continue to make an 
impact on Oklahoma’s transportation infrastructure 
through the Tribal Transportation Program 
(formerly known as Indian Reservation Roads).

Significance of Tribal Transportation Funding
According to the 2010 U.S. Census, Oklahoma 
ranks second in the United States regarding the 
highest population of Native Americans/Alaskan 
Natives with a count of 482,760. This ranking 
is significant for the State of Oklahoma because 
the current highway legislation, “Moving Ahead 
for Progress in the 21st Century (MAP-21)”, 
established a new funding formula for the Tribal 
Transportation Program that focuses on Native 
American and Alaskan Native population. 

The new formula is vital to the State of Oklahoma 
because it gives credit where credit is due; it 
provides funding for Oklahoma’s Tribal Population 
that would have gone elsewhere under previous 
legislation. 

The Tribal Transportation Program continues to 
serve as the primary source of funding to improve 
roads and bridges for the Tribal Nations of 
Oklahoma.

Advancements in Legislation
Before the enactment of the Safe, Accountable, 
Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A 
Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU) on August 10, 
2005, the Tribal Nations of Oklahoma received 
minimal federal funding for the investment 
of transportation infrastructure in Oklahoma. 
Strenuous efforts to correct the imbalance were 
made through the SAFETEA-LU and MAP-21 
legislations. 

The Tribal Nations of Oklahoma now receive 
over $65 million in Tribal Transportation Program 
funding annually to invest in Oklahoma’s 
transportation infrastructure. 

Transportation infrastructure plays an important 
role with the safety, social and economic wellbeing 
of Indian communities and the state as a whole. 
Many local governments have little or no revenue 
to invest in transportation infrastructure, especially 
in rural communities. 

Program Coordination and Collaboration
Over the last 15 years, Tribal Governments have 
been successful in working cooperatively with 
the State of Oklahoma and local governments in 
leveraging funding, labor, and resources to advance 
projects more efficiently. 

This is because Tribal Transportation Program 
investments to Oklahoma’s transportation 
infrastructure have created opportunities for 
strong and productive relationships for all parties 
involved. Additional actions made by the State 
Legislature furthered the idea of “working 
together” by creating the Oklahoma Tribal 
Advisory Board to the Oklahoma Department 
of Transportation and a contracting mechanism 
allowing county/tribal cooperative projects to take 
place. 

Cooperation among governments in Oklahoma is 
vital because the state ranks 2nd in the Nation with 
the most deficient bridges and is near the top  with 
the poorest road conditions. The State of Oklahoma 
is in far better shape with the support of the Tribal 
Transportation Program because everyone in the 
state benefits from its investment.
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Section 9

PUBLIC POLICY
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Thoughts from Congress
Representatives Mullin, Lucas and Lankford, Oklahoma Congressional Delegation

OKLAHOMA DELEGATION: 
Congressman James Lankford (Fifth District) is 
a member of both the House Natural Gas Caucus 
and the House General Aviation Caucus. He was 
on the House Transportation and Infrastructure 
committee in the last Congress;  

Congressman Markwayne Mullin (Second District) 
serves on the Transportation and Infrastructure 
Committee, and the three subcommittees of 
Economic Development, Highway & Transit, and 
Water Resources & Environment.
 
Senator James Inhofe has been both the chairman 
and ranking member of the “environment and 
public works” committee that has written the 
highway reauthorization Bill over the last 15 
years. He has been very influential in writing the 
transportation policy; and  Congressman James 
Bridenstine (First District) is one of 48 members of 
the House Cybersecurity Caucus;  
 
Question/Lankford: How do we fund 
transportation projects with a federal nexus in 
the future? What is the future of infrastructure 
investment? Why do federal projects cost so much 
more than local or state projects? 

Response: Rep. James Lankford 
In a day when federal debt continues to climb 
and the federal Highway Trust Fund continues to 
decline, states cannot plan to fund projects with 
federal debt spending.  All of the current options – 
raising the gas tax, pinning the gas tax to inflation, 
adding a vehicle miles traveled (VMT) tax – are 
unlikely to gain enough support to go anywhere in 
Washington.

Currently, federal transportation projects are jointly 
funded with state and federal dollars.  In the future 

how do we distinguish 
between state or local 
projects and truly federal 
transportation projects? 
If we continue with the 
current “feeder road” 
model, at some point a 
driveway will become a 
feeder road to a federal 
highway since I can’t get 
to the highway without 
driving on my driveway. 
But clearly my driveway is not a project that 
deserves federal funds. What we need is a better 
model.  We need to better distinguish what is a 
federal project and what is not a federal project.
 
Transparency, state flexibility and efficient use 
of taxpayer dollars should be the primary goals 
for all federal infrastructure projects. Should we 
throw more money at transportation or find out 
why it costs so much for federal transportation 
projects?  If local transportation and infrastructure 
leaders work with federal officials and are involved 
throughout the process, we can promote efficient 
and effective project management for all our 
communities throughout the United States and 
continue to keep our country moving.

Question/Mullin: From your perspective, and the 
perspective of your constituents, what are the top 
three transportation/infrastructure related issues 
that need to be addressed at the 2 and ½ day Town 
Hall?  Please state why these are important.  

Response: Rep. Markwayne Mullin
I believe our nation is at a crossroads with the 
way we manage, fund and plan to advance our 
transportation system forward to be the best 
system in the world.  Our roads, bridges, airports, 
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waterways, and rail lines represent some of the 
most fundamental ways we live and move.  We 
need this infrastructure to get to work, get our kids 
to school, and to move about the goods we use 
every day.  The nation’s infrastructure needs to be 
maintained and invested in to keep our country 
competitive and our citizen’s safe.  

For this, I believe the following three items are the 
top things that need to be discussed.

Water Resources Development Act – The last 
WRDA bill was passed in 2007 and the nation’s 

ports and waterways 
are suffering because of 
it.  Currently, along the 
McClellan-Kerr Arkansas 
River Navigation system 
there is a $100 million 
backlog in maintenance 
and repair.  Additionally, 
due to the ban on earmarks, 
congress cannot authorize 
specific projects.  This 
means any WRDA bill will 
have to focus on reforms to 

the Corps of Engineers and project delivery issues.  

While, MAP-21 made many needed reforms such 
as reducing project delivery time and cost, it was 
only a short term fix to a major problem.  MAP-
21 expires on September 30, 2014 and a new bill 
will need to be in place before then or it will put 
industry back into the cycle of extensions.  This 
causes instability and makes it very difficult for 
states to plan for their needs.

Funding mechanism for the Highway Trust Fund 
(HTF) – Currently, the HTF brings in roughly $35 
billion but spends around $50 billion each year.  
The Congressional Budget Office estimates that 
the HTF will be out of money by the expiration 
of MAP-21. Ideas such as charging for vehicle 
miles traveled and using other revenue sources as 

a supplement have been raised.  We need some 
innovative ideas to face the funding issues head on 
and get our surface transportation programs back 
on the right track.

Question/Lucas: From your perspective, and the 
perspective of your constituents, what are the top 
three transportation/infrastructure related issues 
that need to be addressed at the 2 and ½ day Town 
Hall?  Please state WHY these are important.

Response: Rep. Frank Lucas
Keystone XL Pipeline: For years we have been 
waiting for President 
Obama to approve of the 
Keystone XL Pipeline. 
The pipeline would 
be a tremendous asset 
for Oklahoma’s Third 
Congressional District, as 
well as the entire country. 
The project would build 
on American infrastructure 
by increasing domestic 
oil supply, and creating 
thousands of new American 
jobs.

Easing Government Regulation: The Oklahoma 
Department of Transportation has constantly 
been bogged down by federal regulations. We are 
working in Congress to ease these regulations so 
our transportation and infrastructure can be done in 
an efficient manner.
 
Smart growth of communities: Recently, the Third 
District has experienced a tremendous surge of 
energy production, which has led to an increase 
of population in some smaller communities. We 
are working to make certain, on the federal level, 
that communities in Oklahoma are able to get 
the support they need to efficiently develop and 
accommodate the influx of employees in the state.
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Thoughts from the State Chamber
Arnella Karges, Vice President of Government Relations, State Chamber of Oklahoma

The State Chamber’s mission is to make Oklahoma 
the best state in the nation for business, and in 
doing so relies on four cornerstones of Oklahoma’s 
economy – business climate and competitiveness; 
economic development, innovation and technology; 
workforce development; and infrastructure. The 
following are brief highlights of infrastructure 
needs facing Oklahoma that must be addressed to 
improve our state’s economy.

State, County and Municipal Roads and Bridges
Over the last several decades, Oklahoma has 
consistently ranked at or near the top of national 
“bad bridge” lists, which means our state is one of 
the highest ranking with the nation’s worst bridge 
conditions. 

In recent years, Oklahoma has made great strides in 
reducing the backlog of maintenance, rehabilitation 
and rebuilding of its state roads and bridges, but it 
is obvious there is much more left to do. Oklahoma 
has reduced its list of structurally deficient state-
owned bridges from over 1,200 to 634 in recent 
years. 

In the 2013 Report Card for Oklahoma’s 
Infrastructure by the American Society of Civil 
Engineers, Oklahoma received a D for roads and a 
D+ for bridges, meaning poorly performing. This 
does not include an assessment of the condition and 
needs of city, county or turnpike roads and bridges. 

The following table shows the total number of 
bridges and daily traffic in Oklahoma.   

 Bridges *Traffic
State System 6,812 51,208,756 
Local System 15,996 9,180,554 
Other 872 7,518,351
Total 23,680 67,907,691 

* Bridge average annual daily traffic

As important as maintaning Oklahoma’s roads 
and bridges is protecting this investment through 
the completion of nine port-of-entry weigh 
stations in strategic locations around the state and 
implementation of their continuous operation. 
Weigh stations help protect roads and bridges from 
unauthorized overweight freight and unnecessary 
damage.

Crumbling transportation infrastructure and 
deficient bridges hurt Oklahoma commerce, job 
creation and economic growth. The State Chamber 
of Oklahoma supports the commitment of motor 
fuel taxes, vehicle user fees and oversize and 
overweight permit fees and assessments to be 
dedicated for transportation purposes. Funding 
must also address non-state road and bridges that 
are structurally deficient.

Waterways: Arkansas Navigation System
The McClellan-Kerr Arkansas Navigation System 
needs to be completed to meet the needs of today’s 
barges and freight by dredging the system to a 
12-foot depth. At this depth, barges using the 
waterway can be loaded with the equivalent of 80 
semi-trailer truck loads of freight versus the current 
60-truck capacity. 

The McClellan-Kerr System also has a critical 
backlog of maintenance and on-going operational 
needs totaling over $80 million that needs funding. 
This is one of many federal projects that has gone 
unfunded for a number of years. Eliminating the 
backlog of maintenance ensures the waterway 
does not experience forced closings and thereby 
provides a reliable system of economic transport 
for goods.

Water Infrastructure
Oklahoma voters have seen the need to provide a 
funding stream for drinking water and wastewater 
infrastructure through their approval of State 
Question 764 in 2012. This expands the lending 
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capacity of the Oklahoma Water Resources Board 
to continue to make loans to communities and 
rural water districts for the update and maintenace 
of water infrastructure. The state also needs to 
consider, as part of its long-term water planning, 
water infrastructure that will continue to provide 
water resources where the needs are located across 
the state including construction of additional 
reservoirs and desalination plants that can provide 
a reliable source of water even in times of drought.

Airports
Oklahoma has 114 publicly owned airports, 
including Oklahoma City Will Rogers World 
Airport, Tulsa International Airport and Lawton-
Fort Sill Regional Airport that provide primary 
commercial service. The state’s aviation and 
aerospace industry has over 140,000 employees 
making it the state’s largest employer.

The state lacks sufficient hangar space and runway 
improvements are needed from pavement to 
various safety equipment. Oklahoma’s leaders and 
federal delegation should work to ensure the proper 
appropriation of user taxes in the federal Aviation 
Trust Fund are spent only on aviation infrastructure 
improvements. 

Public Transit
With the threat of additional regulations on carbon 
dioxide emissions and to help Oklahoma achieve 
and maintain ozone attainment status, the state 
should also work to enhance public transit options. 
Oklahoma’s larger communities have already 
begun to consider clean-burning fuel options to 
reduce emissions from transit vehicles, but any 
enhancement can help reduce commuter traffic 
thereby reducing overall emissions. 

Effective public transit systems also help broaden 
the workforce pool for potential employees 
and employers thus enhancing Oklahoma’s 
competitiveness.

Oklahoma has long been a donor-state in terms of 
receiving less funding from the federal government 
than it sends in federal motor user fees. It is time 

Oklahoma receive its fair share and eliminate its 
donor-state status for transit funding.

Other Transportation Needs
As a leading energy state, Oklahoma’s leaders 
must also consider the transportation of other 
valuable resources such as oil, natural gas, coal and 
agricultural products. Oklahoma’s railroads and 
pipelines must not be neglected as a key link in the 
transport of commodities. 

Pipelines are the safest, most reliable, economical 
and environmentally favorable way to transport oil, 
petroleum products and other energy liquids. The 
U.S. currently relies on more than 168,000 miles of 
liquid pipelines to move energy and raw materials 
that we utilize on a daily basis. Securing stable and 
affordable energy from our North American allies 
through projects such as the Keystone XL pipeline 
is in the national interest and its completion should 
be approved and expedited.

State Chamber Position
The State Chamber of Oklahoma supports efforts 
to improve and maintain our state’s infrastructure, 
which not only helps business and industry prosper 
but also protects our military bases and enhances 
our overall quality of life. 

The State Chamber of Oklahoma supports 
reasonable laws and regulations that minimize 
damage to the environment, while maintaining 
the competitiveness of Oklahoma business and 
industry and creating a positive economic climate 
in which to grow and prosper.
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Our Transportation Regulators
Patrice Douglas, Chairman, Oklahoma Corporation Commission, Oklahoma City

Patrice is a graduate of Oklahoma 
Christian University and earned 
her law degree at the University of 
Oklahoma. Prior to being elected to 
the Corporation Commission, she 
served as Mayor of Edmond, executive 
vice president of First Fidelity Bank, 
president of SpiritBank, and practiced 
law for 13 years.

Mission in Transportation
Created by the Oklahoma 
Constitution, the Oklahoma 
Corporation Commission is the state’s regulatory 
body for many of our largest industries.  As 
provided in the Oklahoma Constitution, the three 
commissioners are elected by a statewide vote, and 
have six year terms.  Many of the responsibilities 
of the Commission are set out in the Oklahoma 
Constitution, Article 9, Section 18.  This section 
specifically states that the Commission “shall have 
the power and authority and be charged with the 
duty of supervising, regulating and controlling all 
transportation and transmission companies….”

As for railroads, the OCC has limited jurisdiction.  
The Commission approves and disapproves new 
railroad crossings, and the closing of crossings.  
We work with railroads as well as cities, counties 
and the federal government when making these 
determinations.  The Oklahoma Constitution 
specifies that “it shall keep itself informed  of 
the physical condition of all the railroads of the 
State….”

The OCC is also responsible for pipeline safety.  
While we do not determine the location of 
pipelines, we are responsible for inspecting them 
to promote safety for our residents, our land and 
our water.   This responsibility overlaps with many 
of our other responsibilities, such as the regulation 
of public utilities (like gas companies) and the 
regulation of the oil and gas industry.  

While it is common knowledge 
that the OCC regulates public 
utilities, the oil and gas industry and 
telecommunications companies, few 
Oklahomans understand we are also 
responsible for the processing of 
trucking permits, fees, and licenses; 
the enforcement of state and federal 
regulations; and operation of all the 
state’s ports of entry, weigh stations, 
and mobile scales.   

Railroads and the OCC’s Limited Jurisdiction
The OCC has monitoring responsibilities for 24 
Oklahoma railroads, including review of 4100 
public, at-grade crossings.  Routine review of 
these includes consideration and often remediation 
of rough crossings, site distance, blocked 
crossings, or other complaints.  The OCC makes 
recommendations as to new crossings, closures, 
consolidations and signal upgrades.  

Complaints are investigated by our enforcement 
officers.  The complaints most often seen involve 
railroad right-of-way fencing, rough crossings, 
vegetation and obstructions.  Crossing safety 
reviews are also performed by our enforcement 
officers.  

In 1998, the Oklahoma Railroad Grade Crossing 
Safety Task Force – led by the OCC -  reviewed 
and developed recommendations for safety 
improvements at all highway rail crossings.  
The task force also recommended guidelines 
for opening or closing crossings.  These 
recommendations are still followed, and are used in 
conjunction with federal standards.  These federal 
standards, developed in 1994, were designed 
to consolidate or eliminate 25% of the public 
and private at-grade crossings in America.  The 
overriding consideration was the persistent problem 
of collisions at low volume and redundant grade 
crossings.
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Pipeline Safety
The OCC administers the intrastate regulatory 
program for pipeline safety.  The mission is to 
assure the safe transportation of natural gas, 
petroleum, and other hazardous materials by 
pipeline.  The Commission develops rules, 
procedures, and other approaches to assure 
safety in pipeline design, construction, testing, 
operation, maintenance and emergency response.  
The jurisdiction of the OCC is derived from state 
law, and federal/state agreements between the 
State of Oklahoma and the U.S. Department of 
Transportation.  Because the OCC regulates the 
oil and gas industry, and the transportation of 
hazardous waste and deleterious substances, it is a 
responsibility that naturally fit within the expertise 
of our technical staff.

This jurisdiction includes only intrastate pipelines, 
and covers 251 natural gas pipeline operators 
and 33 hazardous liquid pipeline operators.  With 
almost 40,000 miles of pipeline to oversee, this 
small staff has big duties.  Each pipeline system is 
inspected routinely (once a year for some, every 
three years for others).  

Currently, there is concern regarding the U.S. 
Department of Transportation Pipeline and 
Hazardous Materials Safety Administration 
(PHMSA) and its announcement that it is in the 
process of finalizing rules, to require stiff civil 
penalties and enforcement capabilities as part 
of a state’s regulatory scheme.  Specifically, this 
federal regulator is encouraging fine amounts up to 
$100,000 daily, with a maximum of $1 million per 
incident.  The penalties are steep in order to act as 
a deterrent.  

PHMSA is particularly concerned about 
Oklahoma’s lack of severe civil penalties when 
a pipeline is damaged because of an excavator’s 
failure to identify the location of underground 
pipelines before digging, and the lack of state 
enforcement jurisdiction in this arena.   PHMSA 
has stated that when a state’s enforcement 
jurisdiction does not satisfy these two criteria, the 
federal government will impose a federally-created 
regulatory scheme.  

In Oklahoma’s most recent audit by PHMSA, 
Oklahoma’s regulation was found lacking in two 
areas:  (1) civil penalties and (2) enforcement 
jurisdiction.  Specifically, PHMSA noted that 
our civil penalties were not at a level considered 
acceptable, and that Oklahoma statutes did not 
identify an enforcement authority.  

The OCC response follows:

State Civil Penalty Levels
The Commission’s current civil penalty limits of 
$10,000 per day per violation with a maximum of 
$500,000 for any related series of violations are 
set by State Statute (OS §17-6.1).  The change 
required by PHMSA’s Federal Pipeline Safety 
Grant program will require legislative action.  
The Commission will continue to work with the 
Oklahoma Legislature to seek the appropriate 
statutory civil penalty limits. 
 
Effectiveness of State’s Damage Prevention Efforts
The Commission recognizes the importance of 
an effective Underground Damage Prevention 
Program which allows for effective enforcement 
of the statutes.  Over the last 20 plus years, the 
Commission has worked with various stakeholder 
groups to effect the appropriate changes to the 
statutes.  As noted in your letter, our last attempt to 
make needed changes failed.  

During the last half of 2012, a group of 
stakeholders began a collaborative effort to 
evaluate and propose changes to the current 
Oklahoma statutes.  To that end, several bills have 
been filed which would address the enforcement 
of the statutes.  It is too early to report on the 
progress of any of the bills, as Oklahoma’s 
Legislative Session does not begin until February 
4, 2013.   

The Manager of the Commission’s Pipeline Safety 
Department will keep you apprised of our progress 
in achieving the requested changes.”

Legislative efforts failed in 2013. In response to 
these concerns, Governor Mary Fallin has created a 
task force to assess the following:
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1. Whether the Oklahoma Underground Facilities Damage Prevention Act is consistent with any final 
rules issued in the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration, Notice of Proposed 
Rulemaking, 49 C.F.R. Parts 196 & 198 (April 2, 2012);  

2. The need to implement a complaint process under the regulatory authority of the Commission;  

3. The adequacy of the current enforcement powers of the Commission;  

4. The need to authorize the Commission to take enforcement action concerning prohibited practices 

5. Whether providing enforcement authority requires clarifying the private rights-of-action provided by 
the Oklahoma Underground Facilities Damage Prevention Act; and  

6. Any other issues the task force deems advisable.

As of the time of this writing, the members of this task force has not yet been selected.  The Governor’s 
staff has been working with the OCC to appoint these members.  

The Trucking Industry and The Myriad of Regulations
The Oklahoma Corporation Commission is constitutionally and statutorily required to regulate many 
aspects of the trucking industry.  The number of trucks on Oklahoma roads is increasing, and is expected 
to increase as much as 50% by 2035.  This increased traffic will bring challenges to the state’s roads 
and bridges.  Overweight and oversized trucks cause damage to infrastructure.  Trucks that don’t have 
basic necessities, like insurance, pose hazards to those travelling Oklahoma roads.  The increased traffic 
expected is illustrated in the map (Proposed Ports of Entry Daily Inbound Truck Traffic) below: 
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Trucking is not regulated for the singular purpose of protecting Oklahoma roads and bridges.  While this 
is one goal, our primary goal is to insure the safety of all drivers on Oklahoma roads.  Trucking regulation 
– especially at the OCC – keeps this goal of safety as primary.

Three different agencies are involved in regulating this industry.  Clearly, the OCC has the lion share 
of the responsibility, managing and administering the IFTA and IRP programs for collection of fees and 
permitting, as well as enforcement at our weigh stations and ports of entry.  OCC is also responsible for 
issuing permits to transport hazardous waste and deleterious substances. 1

The Department of Public Safety plays a role in the overall regulatory scheme for transportation – 
having the responsibility for the issuance and enforcement of most size and weights permits.  Oklahoma 
Department of Transportation also plays a role in the routing of overweight and oversized trucks, as well 
as serving as the contracting agent for the construction of our ports of entry.  

In 2005, the responsibility of administering the International Fuel Tax Agreement (IFTA) and the 
International Registration Plan (IRP) was transferred from the Oklahoma Tax Commission to the 
Oklahoma Corporation Commission.   In 2012, the OCC issued or checked more than 200,000 permits, or 
licenses; issued more than 18,000 citations; and was responsible for collecting  and distributing more than 
$300 million to 58 jurisdictions.   As truck traffic increases, these numbers will rise exponentially.  

The OCC also operates the new ports of entry in Kay County (I-35 at the Oklahoma/Kansas border), and 
Beckham County (I-40 at the Oklahoma/Texas west border), as well as six permanent weigh stations 
around the state (Blackwell, Boise City, Colbert, Davis, El Reno and Hugo).   Several portable scales are 
also operated around the state (McIntosh County, Muskogee County, Sequoyah County, Wagoner County, 
Okmulgee County, Logan County, Jackson County and Custer County). See the related map (Weigh 
Stations of Oklahoma) below:
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IFTA and IRP
These two international compacts are federally mandated.   Legally, these compacts must be administered 
in a uniform manner in each state, and that money be distributed to other states.  The purpose of the 
compacts is to encourage the free exchange of goods and services over the United States highway system 
by providing fair, efficient and equitable distribution of fees and taxes collected.  

IFTA requires a motor carrier to file quarterly fuel tax reports with a base jurisdiction.  The fuel tax paid 
by the motor carrier is then apportioned to each state or jurisdiction based on the mileage traveled in each 
jurisdiction.   IRP allows a truck to register in one jurisdiction, and the registration fee to be apportioned 
and distributed to other states or jurisdictions in which the truck travels.  Theoretically, the apportionment 
reimburses a state for the wear and tear on its roads caused by the trucking industry.

OCC has three distinct groups managing different parts of these programs:  registration and licensing 
services, on-line registration and auditing services.  All three play a critical role in insuring that 
Oklahoma complies with the compacts.  When this responsibility was transferred from the Oklahoma 
Tax Commission to the OCC in 2005, adequate technology was not in place to track or distribute funds to 
other jurisdictions.  Immediately after the transfer of this responsibility, the OCC put processes in place 
to bring Oklahoma into compliance with IFTA and IRP clearinghouse requirements.  The software system 
was not as easy to accomplish, but after long work, the OCC will be implementing in July 2013, a new 
software system that will put Oklahoma in line with other jurisdictions:  An electronically compatible 
system which will allow information sharing and jurisdictional payment netting.  
     
Enforcement
The table below illustrates the division of authority and enforcement responsibility of  three state agencies 
concserning the enforcement of trucking regulations. 

FUNCTION	COMPARISON	BY	AGENCY
List is not intended to be a complete list of functions

 OCC	 DPS	 ODOT
Conduct overweight audits ................................................................................................................. X
Conduct safety inspections of commercial motor vehicles and drivers ......................................................................................X
Enforcement of motor carrier laws ..............................................................................................................................................X
Establish rates for wrecker non-consensual tows .............................................................................. X
Investigate related complaints of above ............................................................................................. X

Issue apportioned tags, commercial straight tags and trailer tags ..................................................... X
Issue commercial driver’s licenses .............................................................................................................................................X
Issue IFTA licenses and decals .......................................................................................................... X
Issue intrastate motor carrier and private carrier licenses .................................................................. X

Issue	household	goods	certificates	and	harvest	permits .................................................................... X
Issue deleterious substance transport permits ................................................................................... X
Issue hazardous waste credentials .................................................................................................... X
Issue overaxle permits ........................................................................................................................ X
Issue oversize/overweight permits, certify escort vehicle operators ...........................................................................................X

Issue trip permits, fuel permits and unladen permits .......................................................................... X
Issue	Unified	Carrier	Registrations ..................................................................................................... X
Issue USDOT numbers ...................................................................................................................... X ....................................X
License wreckers, establish rotation log for non-consensual tows .............................................................................................X
Investigate related complaints of above .....................................................................................................................................X

Maintain Weigh Station Improvement Fund ...................................................................................................................................................................... X
Operate	fixed	locations ....................................................................................................................... X
Perform site visits for IRP program ..................................................................................................... X
Permit Truck Yard Wash pits .............................................................................................................. X
Place vehicles and drivers out of service ...................................................................................................................................X
Provide routing information for oversize/overweight permits ............................................................................................................................................. X
Weigh motor vehicles ......................................................................................................................... X ....................................X
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To carry out its constitutional and statutory duties of enforcement, OCC employs approximately 69 
officers.  Some of these officers are CLEET certified, some are not – but all are charged with enforcing 
Oklahoma’s regulations.  Many of the officers are assigned to fixed facilities.  Where no fixed facility 
exists, the officers are mobile.  In 2012, more than 18,000 citations and almost 3,000 warnings were 
issued by this division.  Almost 25% of the offenses were issued from the Kay County Port of Entry.  

The collaboration for the ports of entry came to fruition in 2008.  Oklahoma Corporation Commissioner 
Jeff Cloud and Oklahoma Secretary of Transportation Gary Ridley agreed that Oklahoma needed to invest 
in methods to protect drivers as well as Oklahoma’s investment in its roads.  A weigh station had not been 
built in 40 years, and the ones in operation were obsolete and inadequate.  The agreed funding source for 
these ports was one already controlled by the OCC – the Petroleum Storage Tank Indemnity Fund. 2

Legislation was passed to divert $81 million, at the rate of 6 million dollars per year, to fund the 
construction of the ports of entry.  The Oklahoma Turnpike Authority has entered discussions with ODOT 
and the OCC to fund and construct the port of entry planned for I-44 at the Oklahoma/Missouri border.  
The funding for construction will be provided by the OTA.  The OCC will be responsible for the day-to-
day operations of the port.     

The first port, in Kay County, cost approximately $11.5 million to construct.  The second, in Beckham 
County, was approximately $11 million.   The design costs for both the building and the technology 
was sizable for these first two ports as Oklahoma had never built a port of entry with the sophistication 
needed to meet the demands for the next 40 years.  ODOT and the OCC have held ongoing discussions 
and reviews to reduce the construction costs.  Because the initial design work has been completed, it is 
hoped that the remaining ports of entry will be constructed for $9 million per location after several design 
changes are integrated.  

The ongoing operational costs will be the responsibility of the OCC.  To operate these ports 24 hours per 
day, 7 days per week, requires more than 24 employees per port.  Efficiency may require that the ports 
be operated at peak hours, and that operation be randomized to reach the maximum number of trucks 
while keep operation costs to a minimum.   An ongoing funding stream has not been identified.  Building 
maintenance and upkeep of grounds will be the ongoing responsibility of ODOT.  

Functions at the Port of Entry
Traditional weigh stations are exactly what the name implies:  a place to weigh trucks.  The new ports of 
entry are significantly more sophisticated.  Functions performed at these new ports include three levels 
of safety inspections, electronic screening for IFTA/IRP and motor carrier compliance, and technology to 
weigh trucks a full speed on the mainline, as well as to monitor for oversized loads.  They also have state-
of-the-art technology that allows for a greater number of trucks to be monitored without causing backup 
on Oklahoma highways.  

Safety inspections are critical to both the safety of Oklahoma drivers and to the integrity of our 
roads.  The Oklahoma Department of Public Safety, as Oklahoma’s designated agent (so designated 
by the Governor) has long been responsible for conducting these inspections.  Officers conducting the 
inspections must go through training, and must conduct a minimum number of top level inspections every 
year.  Until 2008, DPS contracted with OCC to conduct these inspections, and has trained OCC personnel.  
Currently, DPS has determined that it prefers to conduct the safety inspections with DPS personnel – 
but does not have adequate personnel to do so.  Legislation was passed this year that will allow these 
inspections to be conducted on a regular basis by allowing DPS to hire two safety inspectors per port.  
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Weigh Stations and Temporary Scales
OCC recognizes that in the next five years, as new 
ports of entry are constructed, several of the current 
weigh stations will close.  Mobile scale locations 
may also be upgraded, closed or moved.   Strategic 
planning is underway to accomplish this plan.  

OCC’s Challenges
Several challenges face the OCC with regard to 
the regulation of the trucking industry.  First, with 
authority divided between three agencies, often 
times it is unclear who is responsible for which 
task, and in some instances, the process is tiresome 
and duplicative.  The regulation has evolved in 
a way that does not lend itself to lean, efficient 
government.  The processes have been difficult for 
the industry as well.  

For example, DPS has the capability to check the 
commercial driver license (CDL) of individual 
drivers, but has not given the OCC access to 
that system to make the same check.  When an 
individual driver is stopped by OCC officers, all the 
IFTA/ IRP checks are completed.  However, OCC 
cannot inspect the truck for safety and cannot check 
the individual record of the driver.   In most states, 
access to this data base is shared by the entities 
having regulatory responsibility.   This clear 
“hole” in the process results in several unfortunate 
outcomes:  (1) a truck driver can be stopped 
multiple times by multiple agencies on the same 
day with the same load because one agency cannot 
conduct all the necessary “checks”, (2) many times, 
a truck will not be subjected to a safety inspection 
as DPS personnel are not present at the port of 
entry, or weigh station, and (3) OCC is forced to 
rely on incomplete data when making a decision on 
citing a carrier.  

Likewise, DPS has been concerned with placing 
highway patrol officers at a stationary site, such as 
a port of entry, for fear of losing grant money to 
fund its enforcement division.  Due to other legal 
concerns, DPS is no longer willing to train OCC 
officers to perform safety inspections. 3 Because 
DPS has suff…ered reductions in personnel, it is 
difficult to pull officers off the roads to conduct 
safety inspections at ports of entry.  

Second, history shows that IFTA/IRP is critical 
both to safety on Oklahoma roads and to a vibrant 
trucking industry.  It is undisputedly the lion 
share’s of the regulatory burden.  The extensive 
software and expertise needed to manage these 
substantive requirements under IFTA/IRP are 
costly, yet the management and administration of 
more than 300 million dollars annually has not 
garnered fees sufficient to allow the timely design 
and implementation of necessary software.   

Third, while violations of the OCC’s regulations 
are all considered civil in nature, those issued 
by DPS can be either civil or criminal.  Revenue 
from civil penalties is distributed differently than 
revenue arising from criminal violations.  The 
OCC violations are entered against the trucking 
company, while many of those issued by DPS 
accrue directly to the driver.  Those violations 
which are criminal in nature necessarily go 
through the district court system; civil violations 
can proceed through an administrative system.  
Common sense would indicate that Oklahoma, and 
its trucking industry would be better served with a 
simpler process.   

Another critical problem faced by the OCC has 
been well-intentioned legislation that slows or 
halts completely enforcement in certain geographic 
areas of the state.  In 2012 legislation was passed 
that confines the OCC’s jurisdiction to 7 miles 
around a fixed facility.  The idea behind this 
legislation was to avoid duplicative citations, and 
to clearly delineate the jurisdiction of the OCC 
and DPS.  However, the result has been that trucks 
take alternate routes outside this 7 mile area to 
avoid citations by the OCC.   With DPS’s lack of 
personnel and ability to man these other routes, 
truck drivers can be in violation of laws and 
regulation, and cause damage to Oklahoma roads, 
with little risk of penalty.

Lastly, the construction of the new ports has been 
slow because the funding stream is incremental.  
When approached in 2012, legislative leadership 
was not willing to proceed with bonds to fund the 
construction of all the ports of entry.  It takes 18 
months to collect the necessary funding to begin 
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Conclusion
The Oklahoma Corporation Commission is 
responsible for much of Oklahoma’s regulation of 
our transportation industries including railroads, 
pipelines and trucking.   Challenges are abundant 
– whether brought about by increasing federal 
mandates or fast-changing technology.   

It is imperative that Oklahoma take an approach 
that keeps regulation at a state level, formulated by 
Oklahoma’s leaders.  It is equally important that we 
look for lean, efficient processes that protect our 
citizens and infrastructure.  

To be a business-friendly state, we must always 
include stakeholders in the formulation of these 
regs and processes.  

the construction of a new port.  With at least five 
more ports to be funded, the remaining ports of 
entry will not be fully funded and constructed until 
2022.  Changes in highway travel patterns due to 
an influx of trucks from Texas will greatly increase 
truck traffic before the ports are completed and 
operational.

Once the ports of entry are constructed, additional 
funding will be needed to employ the necessary 
personnel to operate them.  This funding has not 
been identified. Per current projections, fines 
and fees associated with 24/7 operations will not 
cover the costs of operation.  Fortunately, building 
maintenance will be funded through the Weigh 
Station Improvement Revolving Fund, 47 O.S. 
2012, Section 1167, managed by ODOT.   

End Notes

**Any opinions stated in this paper are those of the author, not of the Oklahoma Corporation 
Commission as a body.  
 
Note 1. This responsibility overlaps the Commission’s responsibility as the sole regulator for the oil and 
gas industry.  In the production of oil and gas, one necessity is the transport of deleterious substances, 
such as salt water.  
 
Note 2. The State Legislature developed the Petroleum Storage Tank Division Indemnity Fund to help 
Oklahoma tank owners meet EPA liability requirements for financial responsibility.  The revenue source 
for the Fund is a one cent assessment per gallon, paid for by industry at the wholesale level.  Whether the 
cost of this assessment is passed on to consumers is a decision made by each individual business.  The 
Fund has a backlog of more than 400 cases of pollution, ranging from small pollution clean-ups to those 
that could reach the statutory limit of $1,500,000.   The diversion of Fund dollars has slowed the clean-
ups in many areas of the state.  
 
Note 3. Attorneys for DPS believe that the federal regulation from which DPS derives its authority to 
conduct safety inspections requires that they be conducted by DPS personnel.  USDOT federal officials 
do not agree with this opinion, and have noted that other states have collaboration agreements between 
two agencies to accomplish the task of performing safety inspections.  However, USDOT does agree that 
this decision is solely within the discretion of DPS.  In meetings held with OCC, DPS attorneys have also 
expressed the belief that federal grants which fund safety inspections require that highway patrol officers 
conduct the inspections on roads where safety is an issue.  They opine that conducting safety inspections 
at fixed sites may not meet the criteria for this grant funding.
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A Blueprint for Oklahoma Transportation 
Oklahoma Council for Public Affairs

This section is abstracted from 
the publication Oklahoma Policy 
Blueprint 2011: An Action Plan 
for Advancing Economic and 
Educational Freedom. The 
document has 13 chapters covering 
different areas. The text below is 
a very abbreviated abstract of the 
8th section titled “Getting There 
Safely, Quickly, and Comfortably at 
Low Cost”. 

Oklahoma Policy Blueprint 2011 is 
published by the Oklahoma Council 
of Public Affairs. Edited by Brandon Dutcher, the 
publication’s contributors include Tom Daxon, 
CPA; Steve Anderson, CPA; and Bill Price, J.D. 
Research assistance was provided by former OCPA 
interns David Griffin, Robert Clements, Martin 
Ramirez, and Taylor Stair.

Build Roads Along Natural Corridors 
We should start with a simple question: Why do 
we build roads? Most people would answer that 
we build them to help us get where we want to go. 
However, a look at an Oklahoma roadmap might 
lead one to think that we use a different rationale. 
Too often, we see a few miles of modern divided 
road change into a two-lane road for no apparent 
reason, except that perhaps the state ran out of 
money—or did not always plan wisely with what 
it had.  

Bypass Every Town 
The first rule of building truly modern expressways 
independent of the Interstate system is to spare 
drivers the need to slow down and  navigate 
through various towns and hamlets.  While each 
town along the route will provide motorists with 
opportunities to stop and possibly explore, we 
must afford swift passage for those not wishing 
to stop or even reduce their speed.  This means 
that the maximum speed can be maintained while 
bypassing the town.  

Build Ice Free Roads and 
Bridges
New technologies are enabling 
us to build  better roads than 
previously. One promising  
approach, being developed at 
Oklahoma State  University, is to 
use a geothermal process to  heat a 
road or bridge sufficiently to keep 
it ice  free during winter.   

Put Intelligent Signs Along the 
Way  
Another new aspect of modern 

roads is  intelligent signage—i.e., signs with 
an electronic  display that can be changed as 
circumstances  dictate. When needed, the state can  
make the motoring public aware of weather,  road, 
or other conditions that merit attention.  The state 
might sell advertising. No more than  three miles 
should separate the signs.     

Use Rest Areas to Promote Oklahoma’s  
Petroleum Marketers and Convenience  Stores  
Oklahoma can further stand out with modern  rest 
areas for safety and convenience. The  Interstate 
system provides primary rest areas in  the roadway. 
A better alternative is to encourage  motorists to 
patronize outstanding facilities  run by taxpaying 
businesses near expressway  exits.    

Place Weigh Stations Strategically
If Oklahoma is going to make a significant  
investment in upgrading its roads, it needs to  make 
sure that the ride on those roads does not  unduly 
deteriorate from overweight trucks. The  state’s 
current practice is to locate weigh stations  on 
the major highways and designate part  of the 
Oklahoma Highway Patrol to focus on  identifying 
trucks operating over weight    

Affording a New Generation of Modern  Roads? 
Yes!  Some may look at the new generation roads  
proposed here and assume that the state would  
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need to impose higher taxes to pay for them.  This 
is definitely not the case if the state follows  some 
simple rules for financing its road construction  and 
maintenance.    

Keep the Gas Tax Low
Many who advocate for better roads often
support raising the taxes on fuel. Oklahoma’s
per gallon gas taxes are lower than its neighbors, as 
shown in the chart below:

State    Gasoline  Diesel
Oklahoma  17.0 ¢  14.0 ¢
Missouri  17.3 ¢  17.3 ¢
New Mexico  18.8 ¢  17.3 ¢
Texas  20.0 ¢  20.0 ¢
Arkansas  21.8 ¢  22.8 ¢
Colorado  22.0 ¢  20.5 ¢
Kansas  25.0 ¢  27.0 ¢

Source: The American Petroleum Institute. The rates shown include 
related taxes and other “fees”.

Some observers look at the numbers above and 
conclude the situation gives Oklahoma policy-
makers room to increase our tax rates. And there is 
certainly latitude to do that and remain competitive 
with bordering states. However, things are more 
complicated.  

As proposed in this Blueprint, Oklahoma would 
get more of its money to build and maintain roads 
from tolls than most states. In terms of the cost to 
motorists, this would offset some of Oklahoma’s 
advantage on fuel taxes. However, consider the 
options facing a motorist traveling from Dallas to 
Kansas City.   Driving around Oklahoma to avoid 
tolls is simply not practical or cost efficient. 

However, given that taxes on gas are considerably 
less in Oklahoma than in either Texas or Kansas, 
the knowledgeable motorist will fill his or her tank 
immediately after entering Oklahoma and again, 
just before leaving. 

Why? The tax on gas is simply less, and the 
motorist saves money.  When we consider also that 
most stops include a purchase of gas but probably 
food, other refreshments, and possibly additional 
items—all subject to sales tax—we can see the 

advantage of low gas taxes. Oklahoma not only 
collects its tolls, which it will collect regardless of 
where the motorist stops, but also collects some gas 
tax and sales tax.  

Oklahoma should keep its gas tax where it is and 
even remove the extra tax for underground storage 
tanks that, like most temporary taxes that upon 
meeting its original purpose, did not disappear but 
simply morphed into another type of tax. End the 
Diversion of Money to  Transit Schemes  
Central planners are notorious advocates of  large, 
cumbersome public transit systems.  Almost every 
system in the nation, despite what  may have been 
the initial expectations of its  proponents, loses 
money. Although some retain  their devout users, 
few view them as the preferred  means of travel. 
   
Avoid the Excesses of Federal Regulations  
Another strategy for keeping costs under  control is 
to avoid federal regulation whenever  possible and 
certainly not to introduce similar  regulations at the 
state level. The federal government  enforces the 
Davis-Bacon Act on federally  funded construction. 
This effectively requires  all contractors to pay 
union-scale wages,  which are generally much 
higher than amounts  normally paid. Again, we 
have to ask ourselves  if our purpose is to build 
modern, safe roads or  to create a limited number 
of higher-paid jobs.  

Privatize Every Time It Makes Sense  
We find repeatedly that it costs government  more 
to do things than it does the private sector,  despite 
the fact that the private firm must make  a profit in 
addition to covering its costs. Many of  the rules 
that drive up costs in government are  necessary 
to prevent fraud and unwarranted  favoritism or 
political patronage. The simple  solution is to limit 
the government’s activity to  those areas where its 
involvement is absolutely  necessary.   
 
Use Toll Bypass Funding  
Oklahoma has a turnpike authority and a  separate 
network of free state roads. While  recent years 
have seen more coordination, these  still operate 
independently of each other. The  rule has been to 
use tolls only to build and  maintain self-funding 
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roads. If the tolls are  projected to be 
insufficient to meet debt service  on 
the bonds issued for construction, the 
decision  has been to wait until we 
accumulate  enough money to pay for 
construction or finance  the bonds in part 
with tolls from more profitable  turnpikes. This 
approach should change.  
  
It Is OK if Tolls Only Pay for Part of the Cost  
This approach introduces the concept of  using 
tolls to pay for only part of the cost of a  new road. 
If applied, this concept will allow  more funds to 
be available for maintaining  other roads in better 
condition.    

Share Toll Revenue with Bypassed  Towns  
Many towns will voice opposition to a new  
modern road bypassing their business districts.  
By placing emphasis on privately operated  
convenience stores in lieu of rest areas, part of  this 
opposition should be placated.   
 
Move to High-Speed Rail 
Without Creating a  Boondoggle  
Not all the talk of new trains is centered on  
nostalgia or fear of airplanes. Many wonder  why 
we cannot have high-speed trains like  Japan and 
Europe. Unfortunately, many of those  promoting 
high-speed rail are promoting it  based on a model 
of government operation.  This will inevitably 
result in poor service and  taxpayer subsidies.  

Consider Multi-Modal Developments 
In addition to high-speed passenger rail, the  
state may also consider playing a role in the 
development of multi-modal facilities for freight.  
These facilities ease the movement of freight  from 
air to truck to road to barge, allowing  shippers to 
take advantage of the best each  mode of hauling 
can offer. If shippers find they  can get goods in 
and out of Oklahoma cheaply and efficiently, they 
will find our state a more  attractive location for 
their new facilities.     

 

Budget Summary 
Oklahoma has made some progress in 
repairing its most embarrassing roads, 
but it still has more to do, and it has 
major corridors  to develop. 

This Blueprint does not propose cutting 
transportation funding with so many evident 
needs. At the same time, some of the  major 
initiatives, such as design and engineering  on 
the new corridors, will require some  lead time. 
Accordingly, this Blueprint recommends focusing 
more of existing resources on  maintenance until 
new construction can begin  efficiently.    

In addition, consistent with other recommendations 
in this Blueprint, the state should shift  more 
responsibility and funding to counties for  local 
roads. Much of this occurs already, but the  state 
should perform a study to determine which  
roads now part of the state system would more  
appropriately be county roads.  

The state should also invest up front in research 
to bring technologies for ice-free roads, intelligent 
signage, and weigh-in-motion to reality. The state’s 
universities are capable of doing the research, but 
we need to make sure  they are compensated for 
doing so.  

Some have suggested that the state sell its 
turnpikes. There are many advantages to this 
course, including bringing the resources of the 
private sector to bear on economic development  
along the route. However, with major additions 
planned, it may make more sense to consider  such 
a sale after these additions are completed.  

This should not prevent the state from consulting 
with prospective purchasers to ensure that new 
roads are built in ways that will maximize their 
value to an eventual bidder.  

This proposal also contemplates that funds 
currently spent on county projects, industrial  
access, park access, lake access, and rail  passenger 
service would be directed to the  counties for 
county decisions as to its disposition.      

For a compete copy of “Blueprint for Oklahoma, access the 
website of the Oklahoma Council for Public Affairs (www.
ocpathink.org) or the Oklahoma Academy e-Library
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Environmental Impacts 
Jeremy Allen, Honors College, University of Oklahoma

Jeremy Allen is a member of the Class 
of 2016, University of Oklahoma Hon-
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and Geographic Sciences, and The 
College of Arts and Sciences He is a 
Duel Degree candidate in environ-
mental sustainability and economics.
Jeremy is from Oklahoma City.

INTRODUCTION

Big questions surround Oklahoma 
policymakers and their decisions for the 
future of this state’s infrastructure. This paper will 
seek to present a perspective from the green-mind-
ed members of Oklahoma’s millennial generation, 
identifying problems and providing sustainable rec-
ommendations. Oftentimes these recommendations 
will have a unifying theme: when faced with tough 
decisions, policymakers should choose options that 
value the quality of life for future generations.

Worldview
Environmentalists, scientists, activists, students, 
and others by no means have one, singular view 
of the world. Despite this, there are some general 
principles that are functionally universally agreed 
upon.

1. Climate change is a threat not just to the plants 
and animal species, but also to human beings, 
and no area is immune. The climate is undeni-
ably changing, with strong evidence that it’s 
human accelerated . Because of this threat, 
policymakers at all levels of government, lo-
cal, state, national, and international, have a 
moral obligation to minimize its impacts.

2. Bold solutions will be necessary for real 
change. This generation is an empirical one, 
and one that has grown up with the wonders 
of technology – from the microwave to the 
iPhone. Scientific advances in areas like build-

ing construction have actually produced 
*incredible* new cost-effective tech-
nologies that are sustainable and ef-
ficient, but they simply haven’t caught 
on to the mainstream yet.

3.  America’s culture of consumption 
contains an inherent contradiction. We 
consume, and then throw away. Herein 
lies the issue - there is no “away.” This 
realization puts a focus on recyclable 
materials and cradle-to-cradle design, 

conserving resources like energy and water, 
and recognition that we can’t just export the 
wastes of our high standard of living to other 
places in the world.

Advocacy will follow the basic principle of envi-
ronmental sustainability: we ought to meet today’s 
needs without sacrificing the ability to meet tomor-
row’s needs. As this state urbanizes, infrastructure 
must be the cornerstone of any dialogue on sustain-
ability. The desire to “green” the built environment 
is based on human-centered quality of life con-
cerns. With continued urbanization as the norm, the 
time for social and political bodies to act is now. 

DEFINING THE PROBLEM

Status of Infrastructure
For the purposes of this paper infrastructure is 
defined as “the basic physical and organizational 
structures and facilities (e.g., buildings, roads, 
and power supplies) needed for the operation of a 
society or enterprise ”. In short, our infrastructure 
needs some work. The American Society of Civil 
Engineer’s Report Card for America’s Infrastruc-
ture gives our state a C-, which should be interpret-
ed as allowing for a lot of potential growth. Some 
isolated facts that the report provides include :

• $5.4 billion will be needed for drinking water 
and wastewater infrastructure needs over the 
next 20 years.
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• 70% of Oklahoma’s roads are in poor or me-
diocre condition.

• Oklahoma schools have $2.4 billion in infra-
structure funding needs.

It’s clear that Oklahoma’s infrastructure needs up-
dating, and when that time comes the most sustain-
able options should be chosen.

Directing the dollars
While it’s fairly obvi-
ous that our state’s 
infrastructure needs 
updating, the underly-
ing problem is how the 
inevitable spending on 
infrastructure will be 
spent. This problem is 
rooted in economic mis-
calculations due to how 
we assign dollar values. 

For example, green road construction advocates 
would support locally produced and recyclable 
materials, techniques that increase the reflectivity 
(albedo) of the system to mitigate climate change, 
bike lanes, and in general, areas with trees and 
green spaces. Road systems that incorporate these 
elements would have higher implementation costs 
than your standard road system. 

But if you calculate in the benefits, tangible and 
intangible, the cost would err in favor of the sus-
tainable system. Using local and recyclable ma-
terials both generates local economic activity and 
conserves fuel, lowering carbon emissions, which 
can be readily integrated into a benefit-cost analy-
sis if carbon dioxide emissions are priced, as many 
economists advocate.  

Increasing albedo reduces the impacts of global cli-
mate change, and climate change is costly - severe 
storms and prolonged droughts put stress on the 
state’s budget. Smart, accessible bike lanes should 
make a ton of sense from the state of Oklahoma’s 
perspective. As the price of gas increases, things 
like public transit and bike lanes empower Oklaho-
ma’s poorer people to work and engage in econom-

ic activity. This is just one area of infrastructure - if 
the same logic is applied to other areas, the savings 
and benefits add up. Thus directing the dollars 
becomes a little easier.

ADVOCACY

Public infrastructure has a huge capacity for 
change. Environmentalists of the millennial genera-
tion see each dollar that this state will spend as 
huge potential for sustainable development. This 
comes in a variety of forms.

Transportation
First, huge emphasis should be put on public trans-
portation. In evolving and creating public systems, 
sustainability should be a primary concern for de-
signers. From building materials to energy use, the 
growth of public transit should coincide with the 
growth of Oklahoma’s large metropolitan areas. 

When looking at the failing conditions of Oklaho-
ma’s roads, updates should use a full environmental 
assessment. 

For example, methods that assist in the problem 
of storm water runoff should be looked into. Ad-
ditionally, simple building materials can be made 
more sustainable by opting for local and recyclable 
materials. Furthermore, sometimes the advantages 
to green design are hidden. Simply having public, 
green spaces that are conducive to walking and bik-
ing can facilitate an environmental consciousness 
that spills over into other aspects of life.

Public capital and works
While the majority of buildings in this state are 
privately constructed and owned, the state still has 
a level of control, as well as control over its own 
structures. Whenever Oklahoma needs to build new 
structures, there should always be a focus on creat-
ing the most sustainable structure possible. 

For example, when new schools have to be built, 
opt for the most energy efficient technologies 
possible, opt for things like green roofs and build-
ing designs that recycle gray water and integrate 
conservation techniques. 
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Opt for solar panels and windmills that are inte-
grated into the buildings themselves – yes, this is 
expensive. BUT, in the long term it saves money 
and lives. Building codes should require a more 
thorough environmental impact assessment, and 
require energy, water, and material conservation. 

Water
One of the primary purposes of government is to 
provide the quintessential public good, potable 
water, to citizens. Natural ecosystems that provide 
this resource should be preserved, and if that’s not 
possible the built environment should mimic them. 

For example, the Ecological Society of America 
presents that wetlands “can remove 20 to 60% of 
metals in the water, trap and retain 80 to 90% of 
sediment from runoff and eliminate 70 to 90% of 
entering nitrogen. ” 

Rather than degrade natural ecosystems and spend 
huge amounts of money on water treatment fa-
cilities, Oklahoma’s water infrastructure systems 
should seek to preserve, re-construct, and integrate 
these natural services.

QUESTIONS

Cost? One of the biggest questions surrounding 
green infrastructure techniques is the cost. And it’s 
true – the initial cost of green infrastructure proj-
ects is much higher than traditional projects. But, in 
the long term, these projects can, and will, actually 
save governments billions of dollars , and this is 
strictly analyzing stormwater stresses that cities 
face. When you combine that data with energy and 
water savings from building and transportation, 
sustainable infrastructure becomes substantially 
cheaper.

SUMMARY

Today’s generation wants to see innovative tech-
niques for evolving Oklahoma’s infrastructure in 
the coming years. From simple additions such as 
green roofs and permeable streets to complex sys-
tems that reduce urban sprawl and facilitate public 
transit, the potential for innovation is limitless. It 
will take courage from public officials that want 
the best for this state in the long term, not just the 
cheapest on-paper solution.  
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The following is a background paper on 
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Economy Roundtable Conference on California’s 
Transportation Infrastructure: Projects Now!”

OVERVIEW
Under the traditional approach to public works 
construction, often referred to as Design Bid-Build, 
the public sponsor performs 100% of the design, 
using in-house and/or consulting engineers. Once 
the design is approved, the public sponsor breaks 
up the project into multiple construction packages 
and awards contracts to the lowest responsible 
bidders. The public sponsor is then responsible 
for integrating and inspecting the work to ensure 
it conforms to the design. Upon completion, the 
public owner is responsible for operations and 
maintenance without warranty. 

While the Design-Bid-Build model works well 
for many projects, there are circumstances where 
alternative delivery options have successfully 
achieved public sponsor goals that Design Bid-
Build would not. 

Among these alternatives are Availability 
Payments, Toll Concessions, and Pre-
Development Agreements. 

The Design-Build model modifies the traditional 
approach so that the public sponsor performs 
sufficient design to complete the environmental 
process and to specify the desired outcome 
and performance of the infrastructure, without 
specifying all the means and methods to be 
used. Then the public sponsor typically offers 
competitively a single contract to complete the 
project, usually selecting among bidders on a best 
value basis (price and quality) but sometimes on 
a low bid basis. Upon completion of construction, 
the public sponsor remains responsible, as with 
Design-Bid-Build, for operations and maintenance. 

Availability Payment Contracts extend the 
advantages of the Design-Build Contract to capture 
the benefits of lifecycle cost efficiencies while 
deferring much, if not all, of the obligations to fund 
capital costs until the operations phase. 

Under this model: (a) the developer assumes the 
obligation to complete and maintain project in 
accordance with performance specifications for 
30-35 years; and (b) the public sponsor makes 
periodic payments to the developer, frequently 
commencing only on completion of construction, 
based on project availability and performance 
over an extended period. At the termination of the 
contracted-for maintenance phase, the developer is 
obligated to turn the project back to the sponsor in 
a contractually mandated condition. 

Under the Toll Concession model, the public 
sponsor gets the same benefits as with Availability 
Payment Contracts, plus the developer: (a) collects 



© 2013 The Oklahoma Academy Town Hall  203 Moving Oklahoma: Transportation Infrastructure

tolls in accordance with a contractually mandated 
rate-setting mechanism; (b) assumes all or most 
project revenue risk; and (c) pays excess toll 
revenues (if any) to the public sponsor. 

The Pre-Development Agreement (“PDA”) 
approach to project delivery brings in a developer 
well prior to environmental clearance to work 
collaboratively with the public sponsor. During 
the first phase, the parties seek to optimize project 
definition and feasibility and capture innovation 
in design, lifecycle cost efficiency and financing. 
During the second phase, the public sponsor 
negotiates with the developer on the terms of 
project implementation. If the developer fails to 
meet the public sponsor’s terms, the public sponsor 
is free to delivery the project in any way it then 
sees fit and owns the pre-feasibility work product. 

DESIGN-BUILD CONTRACT  
Design-Build is generally suitable for projects: 
which are nearing or through environmental 
clearance; for which the degree of design 
completed still allows for private sector innovation; 
and for which the size and complexity of the 
project increases the risk of claims and change 
orders if delivered conventionally. 

A public sponsor will typically consider Design-
Build when it values one or more of the following 
considerations: 

• One delivery team accountable for entire proj-
ect, with final design integrated into construc-
tion. 

• Guaranteeing completion costs and schedule 
early in design phase, with limited developer 
rights to claims and change orders. 

• Time savings of a turnkey approach, with 
construction started while design is in progress, 
thereby reducing delivery time. 

• Risk shifting to the developer for occurrences 
typically retained by the owner, priced with 
robust completion. 

• Potential cost savings through innovation. 

• Economics of scale. 

There are many examples of Design-Build Con-
tracts in California, including the Orange County 
TCA’s San Joaquin Hills Tollroad and Eastern Toll-
road, the Alameda Corridor Mid-Corridor Trench, 
Los Angeles Metro Gold Line, Los Angeles Metro 
Exposition Line, the Riverside County Transporta-
tion Commission’s SR 91 Express Lanes, Port of 
Long Beach’s Gerald Desmond Bridge Replace-
ment Project, the California High Speed Rail 
Authority and Caltrans’ multi-project Design-Build 
Demonstration Project. 

Nationally, there are many more, most recently the 
New York State Thruway Authority’s Tappan Zee 
Bridge Replacement Project, the Texas Department 
of Transportation’s Grand Parkway Project and IH 
35E Managed Lanes and the Utah Department of 
Transportation’s I-15 CORE Project. 

AVAILABILITY PAYMENT CONTRACT 
An Availability Payment Contract is an agreement 
between a public sponsor and a developer whereby 
the developer is obligated to design, build, finance, 
operate and/or maintain an infrastructure project, 
often for 30-35 years. Availability Payment 
Contracts extend the advantages of the Design-
Build Contract to capture the benefits of lifecycle 
cost efficiencies without the need to fund capital 
costs on construction progress. 

Instead, a public sponsor makes a periodic pay-
ment to the developer after completion at an agreed 
amount annually, but such payments are reduced if 
the facility is not available, is not being maintained 
in satisfactory condition or is not achieving speci-
fied safety standards, ensuring the developer has a 
strong financial incentive to maintain and operate 
at specified levels of performance. 

Thus the Availability Payment approach is more 
than a financing mechanism. It is accurately 
characterized as a tool for delivering facilities 
and related services over a long period of time to 
ensure a consistent and predictable level of quality 
and with economic efficiency. This is achieved by 
harnessing the strengths of private sector know-
how, entrepreneurship and financial resources to 
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the authority, policy-making and stewardship of the 
public sector. 

Through robust competition, the maximum amount 
of the annual, unitary Availability Payment the 
government pays a developer is set in the devel-
oper’s project proposal. The annual, unitary pay-
ment covers: (a) principal and interest on debt; (b) 
operating costs; (c) regular and major maintenance 
and replacement, which may include funding of 
reserves; and (d) a return on equity invested by the 
developer. 

It is likely that the weighted cost of capital for an 
Availability Payment-delivered project will be 
slightly higher than a traditional municipal bond-
financed project, but that difference is lessened for 
a transportation project through access to TIFIA 
(favorable federal loans) and tax-exempt private 
activity bonds. 

More importantly, bidding experience typically 
demonstrates that lifecycle cost savings in Avail-
ability Payment-delivered projects far exceed the 
modest increase in cost of capital. 

An Availability Payment Contract is a suitable 
delivery option for many projects that are suitable 
for Design-Build. A public sponsor will consider 
selecting a project for Availability Payment deliv-
ery when it values the benefits of Design-Build and 
desires to: 

• Ensure quality, in that the same contractor re-
sponsible for designing and building the project 
is also responsible for operation and mainte-
nance, vesting in the public sponsor effectively 
a long-term warranty. 

• Achieve lifecycle cost efficiency over the long 
term, with specifications that rely more on 
performance and less on mandating means and 
methods. 

• Sculpt public sponsor payments to match pub-
lic sector cash flow, utilizing federal financing 
tools to lower cost of capital. 

Among the examples of Availability Payment -de-
livered projects are: 

Florida Department of Transportation – $1.76 
billion I-595 Managed lanes project. Scheduled 
for completion June 2014. 

Florida Department of Transportation – $900 
million Port of Miami Tunnel project. Sched-
uled to open May 2014. 

Indiana Finance Authority – East End Cross-
ing. Winning proposer’s capital cost bid of 
$790 million well below engineer’s estimate of 
$1.3 billion. Preferred proposer selected No-
vember 15, 2012. Scheduled to open in 2016. 

Denver Regional Transportation District – 
$1.637 billion FasTracks Eagle Commuter Rail 
project. Scheduled to open January 2016. 

California Department of Transportation 
-Presidio Parkway. Project scheduled to open 
in late 2015.

TOLL CONCESSION 
The Toll Concession is a model used for projects 
that themselves will produce revenues, like toll 
roads, toll bridges, toll tunnels, HOT lanes and ex-
press lanes. It is similar to an Availability Payment 
Contract, except that it is typically for a longer 
operating period, 35 to 50 years, and the developer 
assumes significant risk of future project revenue 
shortfalls. 
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The agreements typically include provisions pur-
suant to which the developer (a) collects project 
tolls in accordance with a contractually mandated 
rate-setting mechanism; and (b) the developer pays 
excess toll revenues (if any) to the public sponsor. 

Contract provisions will also specify operating and 
performance standards to which the toll road must 
be maintained, ensuring that the toll road main-
tains its quality through the life of the lease and is 
returned to the public sector in good condition. 

A project is suitable for delivery via a Toll Conces-
sion under the same conditions as an Availability 
Payment Contract except that the project must be 
capable of generating significant revenues itself in 
excess of operating costs. 

A public sponsor will find value in a Toll Conces-
sion in the same circumstances as an Availability 
Payment Contract, with certain additional benefits: 

• Longer term operating and maintenance ef-
ficiencies. 

• Minimizing tax revenues needed to build and 
operate the project. 

• Advancing maximum capital for construction 
from a given project revenue stream, over and 
above what a municipally financed toll revenue 
bonds can produce.

Among the examples of Toll Concessions are: 

Texas Department of Transportation – $1.3 
billion SH 130, Segments 5 & 6. Construction 
completed November 2012.

Texas Department of Transportation – $2.02 
billion North Tarrant Express. Construction 
scheduled for completion in mid-2018. 

Texas Department of Transportation – $2.68 
billion I-635/LBJ Managed Lanes. Construc-
tion scheduled for completion in 2016. 

Virginia Department of Transportation – $1.4 
billion I-495/Capital Beltway HOT Lanes. 
Project completed in November 2012. 

PRE-DEVELOPMENT AGREEMENT 
A public sponsor will generally consider a PDA 
when it determines it desirable to bring in a devel-
oper early in the project development process to 
work collaboratively to optimize a project’s defini-
tion, accelerate project development and financing, 
capture value engineering and construction innova-
tions during the pre-feasibility phase and maximize 
the capture of non-tax revenues to fund project 
costs.  
 
A public sponsor will select a developer through a 
competitive process based on its qualifications to 
deliver the project, insights into effective delivery 
and operations, and willingness to co-invest during 
the pre-feasibility phase.  
 
A PDA approach uses two distinct phases: (A) an 
initial phase to determine and achieve project fea-
sibility; and (B) if the project is determined to be 
feasible, a project implementation phase. 

A. Pre-Feasibility Phase 

Upon selection, the developer agrees to collaborate 
and share in a range of pre-development activities, 
which may include: assisting in project scope defi-
nition; participating in project planning and design; 
performing technical studies supporting the envi-
ronmental clearance and permitting process; and 
optimizing the plan of finance. The PDA specifies 
the developer’s scope of services and the terms of 
its investment during the pre-feasibility phase. The 
public sponsor retains at all times sole control over 
the environmental documents. 

B. Implementation Phase 

In the event the project proves feasible, the PDA 
frequently grants to the developer, in exchange for 
its contributions at the pre-feasibility phase, the 
right of first negotiation for an agreement covering 
project implementation, which could take the form 
of any method of project delivery (e.g., Design-
Build, Availability Payment Contract, Toll Conces-
sion). 
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The public sponsor retains the right, if the devel-
oper fails to meet the public sponsor’s terms, to ter-
minate negotiations and pursue any other option for 
delivery, keeping ownership of all PDA-generated 
work product. 

A project is suitable for PDA delivery in circum-
stances where: 

• The project remains to be environmentally 
cleared. 

• There are indications of potential financial 
feasibility but a final plan of finance has yet to 
be determined. 

• Potential developers are willing to co-invest 
with the public sponsor to facilitate advance-
ment of the project. Among the objectives a 
public sponsor might seek with a PDA option 
are: 

Private sector innovation in project definition. 

Maximizes flexibility in project realization. 
The public sponsor is provided with the benefit 
of industry involvement in pre-development 
of the project. At the end of the pre-feasibility 
phase, the public sponsor determines its best 
implementation plan with environmental ap-
provals in place and a better understanding of 
the merits and challenges of the project. The 
public sponsor retains the flexibility to choose 
the project delivery method that meets the 
public sponsor’s goals and incorporates its con-
straints while maximizing private investment. 

Private sector innovation during preliminary 
engineering. The public sponsor captures the 

benefits of private sector innovation in design, 
construction, finance and life cycle costs ef-
ficiencies during the preliminary engineering 
phase. 

Pre-feasibility phase cost savings. Developers 
are usually willing to engage in pre-feasibility 
work without full reimbursement to obtain the 
project definition that best suits their capabili-
ties and maximizes potential revenue. 

Accelerated project delivery. A PDA can ac-
celerate project delivery in numerous ways, 
including by having the developer team on-site, 
staffed and ready to commence work by the 
time environmental approval is received. 

Examples of PDA’s include: 

Texas DOT – SH 130, Segments 5 & 6. The 
public sector secured private sector financing 
that was substantially superior to the public 
sector financing alternative. Project opened on 
time November 2012. 

Virginia DOT – I-95/395 HOT lanes. Financing 
closed on terms superior to the public sector 
financing alternative. 

North Carolina Turnpike Authority – $640 
million Mid-Currituck Bridge. Pre-feasibility 
analysis substantially completed and currently 
in negotiations for an implementation agree-
ment. 

Washington State DOT – Tacoma Narrows 
Bridge. PDA resulted in a feasible project and 
an implementation agreement that took the 
form of a design-build contract, which was 
completed on budget and ahead of schedule. 
The project is in revenue service. 

Oregon DOT – Sunshine Corridor Improve-
ments, Newberg-Dundee Transportation 
Improvements, I-205 South Corridor. Pre-feasi-
bility analysis proceeded as planned on each of 
the three projects. Each project determined to 
be infeasible and the parties mutually agreed to 
terminate negotiations. 
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