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House Caves on Payroll Taxes 

On December 22nd, House Republicans ended their opposition to a short-term extension of the 
federal payroll tax cut. This concluded a standoff with the Senate and the President that raged for 
over a week. House Speaker John Boehner (R-Ohio), said that the House would approve the two-
month extension by voice vote. The deal includes a Senate agreement to appoint a conference 
committee in January to work out a long term tax cut extension past the end of next February. 

The measure will decrease the payroll taxes for Social Security by 2% on January 1, 2012. In 
addition, the bill extends unemployment benefits and a provision ensuring Medicare payment 
rates for doctors. 

Transit Benefit Drops on January 1st 

Transit Riders who use the Commute Benefit to pay for their daily trips to work will have to wait 
until March to get the benefit restored to current levels, if at all. In December we worked with 
Senator Charles Schumer (D-NY) to elevate the benefit to be included in the Senate’s end of year 
tax package only to be thwarted by the House Speaker who would not agree to the benefit in the 
two month payroll tax Senate bill.   

The benefit will decrease from the current maximum of $230 a month to $125 a month on 
January, 1st, and the parking component of the commute benefit will increase due to inflation to 
$240 a month. In Washington, DC the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority 
(WMATA) or METRO estimates that it could lose 2.8 % of its riders without the higher benefit. 

Senate Commerce Committee almost completes Reauthorization Section 

On December 14th the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Committee almost 
completed action on their section of the Senate’s surface transportation reauthorization bill. The 
committee voted 13 to 11 to approve several stand alone pieces of legislation in the Committee’s 
jurisdiction. The key bill S. 371, sponsored by Senator Frank R. Lautenberg (D-NJ) called the 
Freight Act would create a national freight policy. This measure would set up a freight 
infrastructure grant program to combat congestion, and improve mobility along freight corridors.  

The “Almost completed” phase is about Senator Kay Bailey Hutchinson (R-TX) opposition to 
the inclusion of this measure. Her amendment to strike the Freight Act from the Committee’s bill 
is based on her concern that it would create a new unfunded grant program that could draw funds 
from the already cash strapped Highway Trust Fund. Her amendment failed on a party line vote. 
Senator Hutchinson indicated that she will place a hold on the Commerce Committee’s 
transportation reauthorization bill next year.  

The Committee also approved the following bills: 

 S.1449, the Motor Vehicle and Highway Safety Improvement Act.  

 S.1950, the Commercial Motor Vehicle Safety Enhancement Act of 2011.  

 S.1952, the Hazardous Materials Transportation Safety Improvement Act of 2011.  
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 S.1953, the Research and Innovative Technology Administration (RITA) Reauthorization 
Act of 2011.  

The latter includes research activities related to the Intelligent Transportation Systems program. 

Senate Banking Committee Reauthorization (Transit Section) Postponed 

The Senate Banking Committee has postponed the Committee’s markup of the Transit section to 
the Senate’s Reauthorization bill. Committee staff thought they could get to a markup before the 
holiday break but ran out of time. Additionally, according to the Committee staff they didn’t 
want to have their bill sitting around to be criticized.  

Senate Environment and Public Works (EPW) Reauthorization Bill Analysis 

During the month we continued reviewing the Senate Environment and Public Works 
reauthorization bill, S.1813 (MAP-21). We are in the process of setting up a meeting/conference 
call with Senator Barbara Boxer’s Committee staff to review and better understand the 
Committee’s intentions. A December meeting was scheduled but was canceled due to a conflict 
with the Senator’s calendar.    

House Transportation Reauthorization Suspended until 2012 

House Transportation and Infrastructure Chairman John Mica (R-FLA) indicated that a long term 
surface transportation bill will be suspended until next year due to the House packed schedule. 
He noted the current surface transportation extension expiration at the end of March, 2012 and 
hopes to have a bill ready to go by the end of February, 2012.  

This decision to put off a bill is a departure from Speaker John Boehner’s earlier promise in 
November to pass a highway bill by the end of 2011. At that time the House wanted a five year 
bill versus the Senate EPW Committee bill S. 1813 at two years.  

TIGER III Grants 

USDOT Secretary Ray LaHood announced on December 15th that 46 projects will receive $511 
Million from the TIGER III program. Unfortunately, the Bay Area’s TIGER grant applications 
were not selected in this round of discretionary funding. The oddest TIGER III grant at $20 
Million was awarded to the state of Virginia for the I-395 HOT lane project which is a public-
private partnership with (Fluor-Transurban).  

Secretary LaHood Defends High Speed Rail 

On December 6th, Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood confronted Congressional Republicans 
about their support for the President’s High Speed Rail program. Republican detractors feel that 
the initiative is a waste of money during a time when our country is facing deficits. The 
Secretary reminded them that we are at the point where we were when the Interstate Highway 
system was planned and that they should get on board.  
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Meetings 

During December we conducted meetings with the following:  

 James O’Keefe, Professional Staff/Senior Economist at the Senate EPW Committee 
(Minority) 

 Tyler Rushforth, Counsel Senate EPW Committee (Majority)  

 
 
 
 
 
   

 

 

 


