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It is difficult to understand many of the limitations that local governments face in addressing core local problems in West Virginia. Before election to City Council nearly five years ago, I assumed that the City Council had some say about things like the ability to use Federal standards to protect public safety in relation to medians, crosswalks and sidewalks; control of street openings, stop lights, code and fire inspections, tow trucks, taxis, trash contracts and collection rates, water rates, planning codes, truck traffic, policing of bars, placing utility lines underground, hiring of part-time police and fire staff with part-time benefits, and yes, even the ability to establish some taxation consistent with income and jurisdictional differences. I was naively mistaken.
In West Virginia, more than any other state in the nation, these local impact matters, and many more, are controlled by State agencies in Charleston. One size is meant to fit all whether you are addressing problems in Charleston or Chester, Hinton or Huntington, Martinsburg or Mullens, McMechen or Morgantown, Parkersburg or Parsons, Welch or Wheeling. The local government prerogatives for addressing problems are essentially the same.
Right now in the Morgantown area we are trying to address serious traffic congestion. The State Department of Transportation resources are very limited and spread too thin. They always have been. But now construction costs have increased. The Federal government is operating on a virtual credit card economy, and the West Virginia State government has very limited resources for addressing several complex problems. It is also very gun-shy about raising taxes of any type - even for essential infrastructure replacement or public improvement that will have significant economic impact.
As far as road construction is concerned, at its last session the Legislature agreed to increase the tax on gas only by a half a cent – even with over two billion dollars of projects needed to replace bridges, to upgrade roads to address increased and growing travel needs, to support safe alternatives to motorized transportation and to provide infrastructure that can lead to improved community development. It is only with decent and diverse local transportation, in addition to sound education, that our State will be able to grow economically and retain its people.
So what do we do? Our MPO has already carefully prepared a transportation plan through a 3-year participatory process. We were told by the State Department of Transportation that we could plan on having $235 million dollars of new projects and services before the year 2030. The State went back to the drawing board and realized that with all the changes that are occurring nationally and in the State itself that our area could now only count on $100 million by 2030 – only approximately one-third of the already limited MPO plan.. 
We still want to protect our growth and need to respond in various ways to emerging transportation needs related to the university, our health care and services, and our growing number of employment opportunities The question then becomes – how else can we find the funding that will allow us to implement two thirds of MPO plan?
The West Virginia Constitution does not provide local governments with the authority to levy a tax based on different incomes. It is only permitted to levy across-the-board fees such as fire, police and service fees. Communities are permitted to establish excess temporary levies on property, but these are ill-suited for long range infrastructure projects. Even impact fees, if implemented within the County, would produce less than a projected $10 million out of the $150 million needed for projects selected from an already reduced MPO plan. 
The only realistic option that we have available to us to address our road problems is the use of the service fee structure. The funds will remain in the County. And the State administration has assured the MPO that there will be no negative affect on the availability of annual transportation development funds for the County.  

Once again, it is a matter that in our State one size is expected to fit all and localities simply lacking the diversity of tools needed to respond to critical and emerging needs.
Having personally monitored the Legislature discussion of State wide taxation concerns last year, I believe that it is very important that we take action locally ourselves. With the diversity of economic circumstances represented in the cities and rural areas of the state, it is unrealistic for Monongalia County to think that there will be an equitable State rescue of the road projects or a constitutional amendment permitting local government to receive tax revenues based on income tax – at least within the foreseeable future. 
Waiting for the “perfect service fee” so that everyone will not have to pay the 29 cents a day has a high risk of shooting ourselves in the foot. More time will pass. The time for action is now. Costs will increase and reduce what can be accomplished.

It has been said, “Perfection is the enemy of the possible.” As with the school bond, if we want to see progress, we have to vote for it, even if the plan is not exactly what we would prefer.  We have no other fund raising means available to use in Monongalia County to make do for ourselves. Our overall progress as a County is on the line. We must not let this opportunity pass.
Let us vote for a better future for all by voting yes on February 2.
Don Spencer
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