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EVERY day, millions of Americans rely on a remarkable network
of roads, bridges, subways, trains and buses to connect us to
work, school and opportunity. But our transportation system,
once the envy of the world, is in jeopardy.
In New York City, subways and buses are overcrowded and often
unreliable, and roadways and bridges are in dire need of repair
and rehabilitation. From the next phase of the Second Avenue
subway to plans to connect the Metro-North Railroad to Pennsylvania Station, to the
proposed new subway line under Utica Avenue in Brooklyn, there isn’t a short- or longterm expansion project that isn’t dependent on federal funding.
In Oklahoma City, highway bridges are failing, city and state roads are unable to keep up
with the region’s growth, and the bus system struggles to meet demands. Just last week
in Oklahoma City, the state Transportation Commission declared an emergency after
learning that more than half of the piers supporting a heavily trafficked bridge on an
Interstate had been damaged by salt and weather.
The federal government sets transit and highway policies and funding levels for the
country through the surface transportation authorization laws, generally in six-year
cycles. But since 2009, Congress has funded transportation through a dozen short-term
measures, ranging from one week to two years. On May 31, the current transportation
authorization bill — the Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act of 2012,
or MAP-21 — is set to expire. Shortly thereafter, the Highway Trust Fund, which invests
about $50 billion annually, will run out of money to cover the federal share of urgently
needed roadway, bridge and transit projects in cities and states across the country.
Even if Congress averts this immediate crisis, the long-term threat to our economic
security is just as serious. Right now, congressional leaders and the Obama
administration are debating the size of the Highway Trust Fund and the direction of the
federal surface-transportation program. Some are content with business as usual: a
short-term extension and lurching from crisis to crisis. This would fail to provide the
long-term certainty needed to plan and carry out multiyear transportation projects.
Working Americans pay the price of federal apathy. Those with little means have the
fewest options; mass transit is often their only way to get around. Transit ridership is at
record highs, with 10.8 billion trips in 2014. Meanwhile, in the 102 largest metropolitan

regions, motorists take more than 200 million trips every day across deficient bridges.
Freight volumes are expected to increase by 24 percent in the next seven years.
Federal investment has not kept pace with this demand, resulting in an outdated,
overburdened surface transportation system that is ill equipped to handle current, let
alone future, need. Spending on infrastructure in the United States has sunk to 1.7
percent of gross domestic product, a 20-year low.
The Department of Transportation estimates that by 2030, it will cost $84 billion to
$105 billion a year just to keep the highway, bridge and transit systems in good repair,
and up to $170 billion a year to improve conditions and performance.
Meanwhile, the rest of the world races ahead. Europe spends 5 percent of G.D.P. on
infrastructure, and China 9 percent. Global cities like London and Beijing are investing
in transit and rail projects on a vast scale, while in New York City, more than 160
bridges were built over a century ago, and large portions of our subway’s signal system
are more than 50 years old. Some of the subway cars we ride in were built before 1975.
This isn’t for want of local resources. Over the past decade, New York City has increased
commitments to capital projects by 50 percent.
But we could not do it all on the local level even if we wanted to. In New York City, we
cannot even deploy traffic cameras to catch speeding without Albany’s permission, let
alone raise major revenue for transportation. Without a strong federal partner, the
demands of maintaining infrastructure and preparing for future needs are beyond local
means.
In Oklahoma City, among the most politically conservative cities in the country, voters
passed a temporary sales-tax increase in 2009 to build, among other projects, a $130
million streetcar line. The nearly eight-year program will raise $777 million, and it
passed with 54 percent approval. There is an appetite among voters to fund these critical
transit projects.
Our bipartisan coalition of mayors — which includes Republicans like Richard J. Berry
of Albuquerque and Tomás Regalado of Miami, and Democrats like Betsy Hodges of
Minneapolis and Nan Whaley of Dayton, Ohio — is calling on Congress to pass a six-year
transportation authorization measure that significantly increases investments from the
current level of $50 billion a year. Anything less and we will be falling behind. We urge
both parties to make a deal that will prevent our cities from becoming casualties of
gridlock and impasse.
Bill de Blasio, a Democrat, is the mayor of New York City. Mick Cornett, a Republican,
is the mayor of Oklahoma City.
A version of this op-ed appears in print on May 13, 2015, on page A27 of the New York
edition with the headline: Let Our Cities Move.

