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Statement by Bert Ely to the Alexandria City Council

Time to Rethink Support of a 12-Lane Woodrow Wilson Bridge
October 16, 2002

Mayor Donley and members of Council, I am Bert Ely and I appear before you today,
on behalf of the Coalition for a Sensible Bridge (CSB), to urge Council to reconsider its
support of the 12-lane Wilson Bridge project in light of Virginia’s fiscal crunch and the defeat
of the sales-tax referendum. Not only would a 10-lane bridge, without a local/express lane
separation, be adequate, but it would free up at least $500 million, and perhaps much more,
for other Northern Virginia transportation projects, including important projects in Alexandria.

Despite recent talk about bridge-project bids coming in below estimate, Maryland has
admitted that the superstructure of the new bridge will cost at least $100 million more than the
amount included in the August 2001 project cost estimate of $2.44 billion. Previous estimates
suggested that the federal government would fund as much as $1.6 billion of this cost with the
states picking up the balance, including $505 million for Virginia. The higher cost of the
bridge could boost Virginia’s contribution to the project by another $50 million. A recent
decline in monies flowing into the federal Highway Trust fund could trim the federal
contribution by $50 to $70 million as monies allocated to the states, and to the Wilson Bridge
project, as Revenue Aligned Budget Authority, or RABA, shrivel. Virginia and Maryland
will have to fill that gap

While it makes more sense to fund highway and transit projects with a higher gas tax
than a sales-tax hike, I doubt if the General Assembly will authorize the gas-tax increase
Mayor Donley recently proposed. Republican members of the General Assembly will be quite
leery of boosting one type of tax after half the voters in the Commonwealth decisively rejected
a hike in another kind of tax.

Fairly soon, and perhaps in the budget the Governor will submit in January, Virginia’s
fiscal realities will become more evident. There will have to further transportation spending
cuts as the Wilson Bridge project threatens to suck up even more money from a shrinking pool
of available funds. Some of those cuts could come in Alexandria and even to peripheral
portions of the Wilson Bridge project, or its "bells-and-whistles,” as former Governor Gilmore
called them. And what might be those bells-and-whistles? Dropping the access roads from
the Beltway into Eisenhower Valley could save as much as $50 million while dropping
mitigation projects could save millions more. Given the overall fiscal outlook, it is not
realistic to believe that the Wilson Bridge project will be build as presently envisioned.

The message from Northern Virginia voters on November 5 was not just smarter
growth, but also smarter spending. Downsizing the Wilson Bridge project to 10 lanes would
represent smarter spending of the highest order. Despite the work done so far, it is not too
late to downsize both the bridge itself and the Virginia approach to it. A 10-lane bridge, or
even a 12-lane bridge with a 10-lane, undivided approach, could be built entirely with the
special federal funding Congress appropriated for the project. Failing to downsize could cost
the City its access roads into Eisenhower Valley and important project mitigation efforts.




CSB urges City Council to support a downsizing of the Wilson Bridge project and to
urge other Northern Virginia jurisdictions to join in that effort. That downsizing will free up
at least $500 million over the next eight years for more crucial highway and transit projects in
Northern Virginia. Mr. Mayor and members of Council, thank you for your time this
morning. Please reconsider your support of a 12-lane Wilson Bridge.




