The Miami Herald Streetwise column: new law ties tolls to cost of living.(Column)

Byline: Larry Lebowitz 

Jul. 2 -2008--Buried deep in the transportation bill that Gov. Charlie Crist signed last month are a couple of items that will have far-reaching effects on everyday motorists, especially for South Floridians who rely on Florida's Turnpike or the Sawgrass Expressway for daily commutes. 

The new law requires that all tolls on highways operated by Florida's Turnpike Enterprise must be linked to the Consumer Price Index. This means that tolls on the turnpike and Sawgrass, plus other toll roads in Central Florida and bridges in the Panhandle, will automatically increase with the cost of living. 

The law requires the adjustment at least once every five years, but the state could do it as frequently as once a year. Turnpike administrators are still trying to figure out how they will make this work going forward. All of the rate hikes will still require public hearings and comment periods, but most of the decisions will be made in-house. The automatic rate-hike legislation does not affect the toll roads operated by the Miami-Dade Expressway Authority -- yet. 

Since tolls have never kept pace with inflation during the turnpike's first 50 years, it stands to reason that pegging them to the CPI will generate more money over time. More money, more projects. 

Chris Warren, deputy executive director of the turnpike, makes it simple to understand. "When the turnpike opened in 1957, motorists paid two cents a mile to use the road," Warren said. "If the tolls had been pegged to inflation back then, we would be paying 14 cents a mile today," Warren said. "Instead, we're paying six cents (with) SunPass, and 7 1/2 cents cash." 

Drivers will be hearing more about taxes and tolls that aren't keeping up with inflation in the next couple of years -- especially out of Washington. Depending on which report you read, the federal highway trust fund, underwritten by gas taxes paid at the pump, will go broke in 2008 or 2009. It's not a matter of "if" the fund is going broke, but "when." 

Gas taxes haven't come close to keeping up with inflation, while millions of new people have arrived in this country, nearly all of them driving cars and trucks and traveling farther and farther between home and work. The inevitable result: increasingly congested highways and not enough money to maintain them -- much less expand them to keep up with growth. 

That's why we're starting to see all kinds of public-private partnerships -- including the one being proposed to build a new $1 billion tunnel at the Port of Miami. 

That's why variably priced "express" toll lanes are being proposed for a formerly "free" highway like I-95 from Miami to Fort Lauderdale. 

That's why private companies will soon start vying to build a tier of variably priced express lanes above I-595 in Broward. 

The pay-as-you-go future is right around the corner. 

BONDING CAPACITY 

The Legislature also increased the turnpike's bonding capacity from $4.5 billion to about $10 billion. 

One of the benefits: The turnpike will be allowed to get moving on $935 million in widening, expansion and new interchange projects that had fallen by the wayside due to escalating materials and construction costs. Basically, the turnpike's five-year work program, in its current state, could only fund projects for three years. 

About $300 million of those delayed-but-returning projects were set for South Florida, including: 

--Widening the turnpike from the Homestead extension to Johnson Street in Hollywood. It had been pushed back to 2015, and now can move forward to 2011. 

--Widening the turnpike from Atlantic Boulevard to the Sawgrass Expressway, now starting in 2012. 

--Modifying the Hollywood Boulevard interchange, starting in 2011. 

--Widening the turnpike from Lake Worth Road to Okeechobee Boulevard in Palm Beach County in 2011. 

Got a commuting question or an idea for a column? Contact Larry Lebowitz at street 

