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State must raise 

road revenues 
Sen. Luther Olsen, R-Ripon, shows a refreshing attitude when it comes to Wisconsin’s transportation 

funding. 

“I think we’re in a no-win situation if we don’t address the revenue,” the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 

quoted Olsen as saying. “As much as we don’t like raising revenue … I think we have to man up, woman 

up, and say we’ve got to deal with this.” 

Likewise, Assembly Speaker Robin Vos, R-Rochester, sees that stagnant gas taxes, declining federal 

dollars and rising construction costs create a toxic formula. 

Now if they can only convince fellow Republicans—many of whom vowed to oppose new taxes and fees 

during their campaigns—that the state can’t borrow its way out of this problem. 

Gov. Scott Walker wants more of the same. He proposed borrowing another $1.3 billion to pay for 

roadwork in his 2015-17 state budget. That comes after his transportation secretary, Mark Gottlieb, led a 

special commission that studied the dilemma in 2013, projected a 10-year funding gap of between $3.3 

billion and $18.4 billion and recommended raising gas taxes and vehicle fees by $751 million the next two 

years. Walker’s budget ignores those ideas. 

Gottlieb says the governor’s budget would sink 21 cents of every dollar into debt payments by 2016 and, 

if the state continues on the same pace, 30 cents by 2020. 

Pat Goss, head of the Wisconsin Transportation Builders Association, likewise sees the fallacy of 

borrowing. 

 “If it is the will of the Legislature to not provide more funding, then our preference would be to cut,” 

Capitol columnist Matt Pommer quoted Goss in a February column. That position, Goss acknowledged, is a 

dangerous proposition for association members, “but it’s the responsible thing, and it’s the right thing.” 

A funding reduction could sock Janesville and Rock County. On Wednesday, Gottlieb told the 

Legislature’s Joint Finance Committee that reducing Walker’s borrowing plan by even $500 million would 

delay by two years projects that include the $950 million plan to add lanes to Interstate 90/39 between 

Illinois and Madison. Bridges have already been upgraded, and the widening project is due to start this year. 

That project would help Rock County rebuild its economy in this post-General Motors era. Extra lanes 

would reduce congestion and standstills and assure companies and developers that goods and services 

would flow freely. 

Slamming on the brakes now would be akin to being stuck in a freeway traffic jam for an hour due to a 

fender bender and, once the scrap metal is cleared, winding up in another backup because of a second crash 

ahead. 

Wisconsin must not continue down this unsustainable road to highway funding. We elect leaders to make 

tough decisions. Republicans are averse to raising taxes and fees, as they generally should be, but they must 

show leadership and support a blend of Gottlieb’s recommended remedies. That’s the right way forward. 


