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December 1, 2020 

 

RTAC LEGISLATIVE UPDATE 
 

LAME DUCK CONGRESS BACK IN ACTION:  Congress is back in session and has a full 

plate for the remainder of the year.  A continuing resolution funding the federal government is set 

to expire on December 11th.  Prior to Thanksgiving, the leadership of the House and Senate 

Appropriations Committees reached an agreement on spending totals for the 12 appropriation 

bills that fund the federal government but still had to work out some policy differences.  If a 

complete agreement can be reached by next week, an omnibus bill incorporating all of the 

appropriation measures will likely fund the federal government through the end of the federal 

fiscal year on September 30th.  If an agreement is not reached, another shorter term continuing 

resolution through March/April is likely to pass.   

 

For transportation, appropriations will likely provide a modest increase over last year’s funding 

levels but the most potential for a substantial increase remains with a transportation authorization 

bill which will need to be enacted by October with hearings likely starting early next year.  

President-Elect Biden proposed a $2 trillion infrastructure plan which could be rolled in or 

considered separate from the authorization bill.   The package includes an across-the-board 

increase in formula funding and delves into new priorities including climate change, 

infrastructure resiliency, and autonomous vehicles.  While the President-Elect will be advocating 

for increased investment for all transportation modes, there is likely to be a heavy emphasis on 

public transportation and rail, particularly for larger metropolitan areas.  He has pledged to create 

high quality, zero-emissions public transportation options in all American cities over 100,000 by 

2030.  In fact, three of the names under consideration for the next Transportation Secretary are 

the current Mayor of Los Angeles, the former Mayor of Chicago and the L.A. Transit Authority 

Director.   

 

While there continues to be bipartisan support for increasing transportation investment, there will 

continue to be split partisan control of Washington which will complicate the passage of any 

substantial legislation. The level of partisan division has yet to be fully determined, particularly 

in the Senate, where both Georgia seats are headed to a January 5th runoff election.  If Democrats 

were to win both seats, they would take control of the Senate from Republicans.  In the House, 

Democrats will retain the majority but with a much smaller margin.  To date, Democrats hold a 

222-205 advantage, already securing the 218 needed for majority control.  However, Republicans 

have already picked up 7 seats and are ahead in all of the remaining 8 races.   

 

Lawmakers have also resumed discussions concerning another round of COVID relief funding.  

Much of the assistance expired in September with more scheduled to end after December.  The 

economy and state & local budgets have done surprisingly well as income and sales tax  
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collections continue to increase despite massive job losses.  Much of this has been attributed to 

the relief funding and fears have been expressed that the economy could falter without a 

continuation of that support.  Prior to the election, Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell had 

expressed the support of Senate Republicans for a $500 billion package, while House Speaker 

Nancy Pelosi was advocating for $2.2 trillion, and President Trump was supportive of a roughly 

$1.8 trillion plan.  All legislative work ceased the week before the election.  The day after, 

Senator McConnell indicated he wanted another bill before the end of the year.  On behalf of the 

President, Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin resumed meetings on a COVID package today with 

Speaker Pelosi, and also today, a bipartisan group of lawmakers introduced a roughly $1 trillion 

package.  There appears to be widespread bipartisan support particularly among leaders to 

provide further assistance quickly.  However, disagreements remain on the total cost and where 

the funding should be targeted. 

 

THE STATE LEGISLATURE IS ALSO RAMPING UP FOR NEXT SESSION:  The state 

legislature is starting to take shape after the election and caucus meetings, which have determined 

leadership positions and committee chairs.  Republicans retained their 31-29 advantage in the 

House and had their 17-13 majority in the Senate reduced to 16-14.  There were contested 

leadership races in both chambers and both parties.  Ultimately, last year’s majority leaders, 

Speaker Rusty Bowers and Senate President Karen Fann were re-elected to their leadership posts.  

The minority caucuses in both chambers will see new leadership with Rebecca Rios leading the 

Senate Democrats and Reginald Bolding leading the House Democrats.    

 

Last year’s Senate Transportation Committee Chairman David Livingston has moved over to 

Senate Finance and Tyler Pace has been appointed the incoming transportation chair.   In the 

House, last year’s chair, Noel Campbell, did not seek re-election and will be replaced by Frank 

Carroll.  Neither have previously served on transportation committees providing some 

unpredictability for the upcoming year’s agenda.   

 

How the Legislature will operate and to what extent legislative business will be conducted 

remotely remains to be seen and what the impact of those operations will have on the agenda.  

There has even been discussion that another “skinny” budget could be enacted essentially 

continuing state government spending at last year’s levels which would minimize the level of 

activity needed at the Capitol including other non-budget legislation.  Even if the pandemic was 

not a factor, the very close split between Republican and Democrat lawmakers would pose a 

great challenge for passing the budget and other legislation.  The majority caucuses in both the 

House and Senate do not have a single vote to spare if they are to pass any bills on a partisan 

basis.    The health of the state economy and budget, which could be largely dependent on the 

outcome of federal COVID assistance, will likely dictate the course of next session along with 

pandemic response.   
 

 


