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In my latest access cable show, The Beacon Hill Perspective, it was indeed a pleasure to have as my guest the Chairman of the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority, Mr. Matt Amorello. For those of you who missed the broadcast, I would like to reiterate some of the more crucial points that were made by the Chairman. As he and I discussed the proposed budget submitted by Governor Romney, in which the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority would merge with the Massachusetts Highway Department it became clear that the Governor’s proposal looks very intriguing on paper but is only two dimensional and, unlike other proposals made by the Governor, frankly, may not make much fiscal sense. Some of the more pivotal points that the Chairman and I discussed is that not only is the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority responsible for the care and upkeep of the Mass Pike, but is also responsible for the maintenance of the Callahan Tunnel, Sumner Tunnel, and the Ted Williams Tunnels including all of the infrastructures that are between them. It is the costly maintenance of the tunnels that drive the repair cost per mile for the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority much higher than the repair cost per mile for the Mass. Highway System, the primary issue that the Governor makes in justifying the merger. The Massachusetts Turnpike Authority is in the best position to preserve these tunnels and roadways. Currently the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority has no burden on the State Budget; it is independently funded by user fees- that is the tolls. The Massachusetts Turnpike Authority doesn’t cost a non-user a dime. The Massachusetts Turnpike Authority, totally independent of the State budget, also pays for the State Police Troop that patrols and keeps the turnpike and its other roadways and tunnels safe for drivers. If the merger were to happen and the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority was then included with the Mass Highway Department in the State Budget, then projects like Rivers Edge or even a simple pot hole repair on Rte 60 would compete for monies against projects like the Big Dig funding or the maintenance and upkeep of our tunnel system. The Chairman maintains that the State Highway can not dedicate the much needed attention that these special road networks will need over the next five years. The State Highway Department and therefore the State’s budget will not be able to sustain the needs of the $15 billion dollar Big Dig let alone the upkeep and maintenance of some of the older tunnels. How is it possible for the needs across the state to contend with those of the tunnels and the Big Dig? 
Furthermore, the Governor has mentioned on numerous occasions the reserve account that the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority currently has in the amount of $190 million. This money however is securing debt that the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority incurred through a bond insurance that was used for much needed upkeep and repair of the turnpike and the tunnel system. As the Chairman Amorello explained, he is required to have that amount in reserve under his bonding agreement; that is he is not legally able to relinquish those monies, for he contracted with the bonding companies to hold these funds in reserve as “collateral” for the very favorable interest rate the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority received when it issued its bonds. Therefore, these funds can’t be used to fund other programs that, with out these funds, may again be cut. Specifically, the Governor pledged to use the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority’s reserve account for increasing funding for public education. Although every legislature wants to increase funding for education, we simply can not use funds that are already encumbered. Furthermore, these funds also serve to “collateralize” the outstanding debt the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority carries- a debt that under current state law, can not be absorbed by the State’s budget, but only serviced by an independent state agency such as the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority.

Again, the Governor’s proposal might read well, but it may not be fiscally sound. The long range budgetary ramifications could be devastating and ultimately jeopardize the funding of many projects currently funded by Mass. Highway: like the repair work that is being currently accomplished on lower Commercial Street in both Malden and Medford.
The Governor’s budget contains some very fiscally sound proposals. The merger of the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority with the Massachusetts Highway Department may not be one of them.
