August 30, 2004

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

HIGHWAY EXPRESS TOLL LANES – A TOLL ON A TAX?

Driving on any number of Maryland roads can be a true test of one’s patience and temper control.   However, it is usually nothing more than a pain in the neck which one could live without.   And it’s getting worse every year.

Some of these bottle-neck roads include: the Baltimore Beltway, the Capital Beltway, I-95, north of Baltimore and I-895.   Indeed, since 1995, the State’s highways have experienced a 20% increase in vehicle miles driven, but only a 4% increase in miles of highway lanes.   Maryland’s average commute time remains one of the worst in the nation.

Well hold on to your seat belts, help is on the way.  Or is it? 

 In order to manage this statewide traffic jam and generate revenue for needed road repair and construction , the Maryland Department of Transportation (MDOT) is considering establishing express toll lanes on these and other major highways.   

Express toll lanes do not involve long waits at toll booths, but rather offer the driver the option of paying a fee to use the express lane, and thus, avoid being caught in traffic congestion.   The fees would be collected at full highway speed with an electronic transponder issued to each user and automatically debited from the driver’s account.

MDOT tells us that where express toll lanes are in existence, such as I-15 in San Diego, California, 91% of the users and 66% of the non-users approve of the lanes as effective reducers of congestion.   It sure sounds good.   But is it really?

I want to emphasize that during the 2004 General Assembly session I voted against the car tax, which increases the cost of tags for most cars from $81 to $128.   The cost for SUV and pickup truck owners will increase from $107 to $179.   As a member of the General Assembly who opposed these hikes in vehicle registration, I cannot help having a nagging thought about the fact that should these express toll lanes become a fact of life in Maryland, we will be paying a toll on a tax to take advantage of these lanes.   Let’s face it, users of the express toll lanes will be paying a toll to drive on roads that their tax dollars have already paid to construct.

Is this a double tax?   Is it a toll on a tax?   Is it fair?  You tell me.
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I would appreciate hearing from you on this or any other legislative issue of concern to you.    I may be reached:   Delegate Eric Bromwell, 309 Lowe House Office Building, Annapolis, MD 21401, 410-841-3766 toll free or by E-Mail – eric_bromwell@house.state.md.us – District Office – 410-529-7473.

Sincerely, 

Eric Bromwell
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