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Not Eisenhower’s Infrastructure Bill 
 
Oregon Congressman Peter DeFazio, Chair of the House Committee on 

Transportation & Infrastructure, stated at a press conference last week that the 

infrastructure bill currently being negotiated will not be “Eisenhower 8.0” but 

instead be “a transformative, 21st Century Transportation Bill.” President Dwight 

D. “Ike” Eisenhower held office from 1953-1961 as the 34th president of the 

United States. In 1956, he signed the Federal Aid Highway Act, also known as 

the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act. The latter part of the title is 

now seen as a brilliant stroke in ensuring passage as it was pitched as a national 

security measure. With the Cold War growing, a highway system of this caliber 

would be necessary to evacuate cities more easily in case of a Russian nuclear 

attack. Interestingly, both George H.W. Bush’s father and Al Gore’s father, a 

Republican and Democrat respectively, lent their support to pass the bill. The 

legislation provided $25 billion to construct an interstate highway system of 

41,000 miles though the original proposal was for $100 billion. It took much 

longer than 10 years to build this system- spanning three decades instead. The 

project was deemed complete in late 1992 after Colorado’s I-70’s stretch through 

Glenwood Canyon was finalized. The final price tag was also higher, closer to 

$114 billion.  

 

The money for this project was placed in a Highway Trust Fund that covered 

90% of the highway construction costs while requiring states to pay 10%. Up to 

that point, there had been no larger public works project in the country’s history. 

This Highway Trust Fund now struggles to maintain solvency. One reason is 

more fuel-efficient vehicles, another is the tax rates on motor fuels have not 

increased since 1993, keeping the rates at 18.4 cents/gallon for gasoline and 

ethanol-blended fuels while at 24.4 cents/gallon for diesel. Had these rates been 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/politics/house-democrats-set-july-timeline-for-infrastructure-bill/2021/05/12/cccbb806-74fd-4caa-b46d-d769e20427aa_video.html
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indexed to inflation, the rates would be approximately 33 cents/gallon and 44 

cents/gallon respectively, according to The Tax Policy Center’s Briefing Book on 

the Highway Trust Fund. There has been, and continues to be, little appetite to 

increase this tax, just like others. 

 

Congressman DeFazio does not believe states, cities, or counties can rebuild 

without a significant financial match from the Federal Government. The good 

news is that a bipartisan bill appears to now be closer to reality than it was on 

March 31 when President Joe Biden went to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania to 

announce the American Jobs Plan, with a proposed investment of a little over $2 

trillion spread over 8 years. Since then, $600 billion has been trimmed from the 

proposal to bring the total anticipated cost down to $1.7 trillion. However, that 

figure is in sharp contrast to the Republicans’ initial proposal of $568 billion. The 

chasm between Democrats and Republicans is not in recognizing the need for 

such investment but rather rooted in the scope, price tag and funding source to 

pay for it. Raising the corporate tax rate to 28% rather than the current 21% and 

raising taxes on multinational companies was identified to generate 

approximately $2.5 trillion over 15 years but has been a non-starter for many. 

In 2017, the Infrastructure Report Card, which is released every four years by the 

American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE), reported the United States earned a 

D+ based on infrastructure investment needs. Infrastructure categories include 

airports, bridges, rail, ports, roads, energy, dams, and levees, among others. 

Citing a 2016 economic study conducted by ASCE, they estimated that failing to 

fully fund infrastructure needs resulted in dire economic consequences, including 

$3.9 trillion in losses to the U.S. GDP, $7 trillion in lost business sales, and that 

2.5 million American jobs will be lost by 2025. The 2021 Report Card marks the 

first time in 20 years that the grade is above the D range thanks to some 

categories, like rail, now having a B rating although transit still earned a D-. A 

https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/what-highway-trust-fund-and-how-it-financed
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/what-highway-trust-fund-and-how-it-financed
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/03/31/remarks-by-president-biden-on-the-american-jobs-plan/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/03/31/remarks-by-president-biden-on-the-american-jobs-plan/
https://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/2017-Infrastructure-Report-Card.pdf
https://infrastructurereportcard.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/National_IRC_2021-report.pdf
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couple of reasons cited for improvement are that ninety-eight percent (98%) of 

local infrastructure ballot initiatives passed in November 2020 and thirty-seven 

(37) states have raised their gas tax to fund these investments in the last decade. 

ASCE’s updated economic study now estimates the economic consequences to 

be $10 trillion in losses to the U.S. GDP and that more than 3 million American 

jobs will be lost by 2039, as well as a loss of $2.24 trillion in exports over the next 

20 years. The ASCE consists of 150,000 civil engineers in private practice, 

government, industry, and academia who are dedicated to advancing the science 

and profession of civil engineering. Founded in 1852, it is the nation’s oldest 

engineering society.  

 

Coalitions and groups calling for and encouraging this “once in our lifetime” 

investment is many. In January, more than 140 national, state, and local 

business and advocacy groups launched the “Build by the 4th” campaign, calling 

for wide-ranging federal infrastructure legislation with a goal of having said 

legislation signed by July 4. The Bipartisan Policy Center is one of the entities 

advocating for the legislation. In their analyses they break down proposals by 

both sides of the aisle and propose a $1 trillion package that they hope can serve 

as an example of what good faith, bipartisan negotiations can result for the 

American people. This publication, titled From Sea to Shining Sea: A Bold 

Bipartisan Plan to Rebuild American Infrastructure, can be found here. The 

Bipartisan Policy Center is a think tank based in Washington, D.C., which 

includes participation by former elected and appointed officials, business and 

labor leaders, and academics and advocates who represent both sides of the 

political spectrum. Their priority is simple, to get things done.  

 

Much progress has been made since U.S. Transportation Secretary Pete 

Buttigieg made his first appearance before the House Transportation and 

https://bipartisanpolicy.org/
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/report/rebuilding-american-infrastructure/
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Infrastructure Committee at the end of March, before President Biden made his 

way to Pittsburgh for the earlier noted announcement of the American Jobs Plan. 

Also, yesterday a $304 billion Surface Transportation Infrastructure Bill was 

approved unanimously in the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee 

where Senator Shelley Moore Capito is the Ranking Member. She happens to 

also be the lead GOP negotiator on infrastructure with the White House. This is 

seen as one step leading to a larger and broader proposal that has bipartisan 

support. According to Senator Capito, “the bill will distribute 90% of total funding 

to states through formula giving states the flexibility and certainty necessary to 

get those projects in the years ahead.” 

 

President Biden has imposed a Memorial Day deadline for an agreement while a 

counteroffer for a GOP plan to be released today may reach $1 trillion. Stay 

tuned.  

  


