Below is Speaker Black's full response to Congresswoman Sue Myrick's letter that she sent to the Speaker and Sen. Basnight on Friday afternoon.  As a reminder, the legislative leaders wrote to NC's congressional delegation on Thursday afternoon following the first meeting of the Joint Select Committee on Energy and Fuel Costs to request congressional action on gas and heating fuel prices.  (A copy of the letter is also attached below.) 

Numerous industry representatives stated clearly during Thursday's meeting that reducing the state's gas tax would not result in lower prices for consumers, and several legislators commented on the need for congressional action to pass energy legislation and/or look into price gauging by oil and gas companies and their record breaking profits.  Furthermore, I would hope that you would accurately report the facts regarding the creation of the Highway Trust Fund and not repeat the inaccurate claims by some who say that legislators have "raided" the Trust Fund -- i.e. the 1989 law that created the Highway Trust Fund stipulates that a portion of the funds be reverted back to the General Fund for other non-transportation projects/programs...therefore, legislators are not "raiding" the trust fund, but merely following the law.

Feel free to call or email me if you have any questions!

-Julie

*********************************************************

Statement from Speaker Black:

"I was quite surprised by Sue Myrick's negative response to our request for congressional help to bring down gas prices since we've been able to work together in the past," Speaker Black said, "but apparently she was having a bad day when she wrote this letter. I think all North Carolinians do well when we all work together in a cooperative, bipartisan way, which I hope she'll be able to do in the future for the sake of all of our people."  

Other points the Speaker made:

It's truly unfortunate for the people of North Carolina that Congresswoman Myrick would adamantly refuse to ask the oil and gas companies to reduce their record breaking profits so consumers can get some relief from high gas and heating fuel price.   Industry experts told legislators on Thursday that the state has little, if any, impact on the price of gas, but Congress could act to reduce the high prices. You would expect more from a member of the powerful Energy and Commerce Committee, but I guess it's not surprising given the fact that two months ago she introduced legislation that would have denied North Carolina all of its $890 million in federal highway money, and Congress just approved a $54 million cut in transportation funding for North Carolina as part of its $2 billion reduction in funding across the nation.  

Here are the facts regarding the Highway Trust Fund:  In 1989, the North Carolina General Assembly approved the creation of the Highway Trust Fund and its main purpose was to support the delivery and implementation of the Transportation Improvement Program.  The Highway Trust Fund receives the majority of its funding from the Highway Use Tax.  Before 1989, the highway use tax was better known as the "car sales tax."  Although the name changed, the function was the same.  

Likewise, the highway use tax was part of the overall revenue of the General Fund, or in more common terms, our state budget, from which education, healthcare, general government and roads are funded.  When the Highway Use Tax was initially diverted from the General Fund in order to set up to the Highway Trust Fund, the budget writers intentionally agreed that the portion of the tax that was not being directly allocated for roads be returned to the General Fund. Thus, holding the General Fund harmless, and therefore, requiring a certain amount from the gas tax be spent on non-transportation projects.  In 1989, this equaled $170 million.  

Today, the Highway Use Tax generates over $610 million annually, yet only a portion of it is returned to the General Fund.  In 2001, budget writers realized that the tax had grown over time, but it was only returning the original $170 million.  In response, the budget writers made an annual inflationary adjustment of $80 million.  Likewise, the next year, budget writers balanced past inequities of the highway use tax transfer by reverting an additional $125 million.  Since that time the Highway Trust Fund has continued to hold at its current transfer rate of $252 million. 

As you can see, this is not a "raid" of the Highway Trust Fund to pay for non-transportation projects as some claim.  In reality, the Highway Trust Fund may actually owe the General Fund more revenue, but budget writers and legislative leaders feel that these funds are more critical to the overall construction and maintenance of our state's 78,844 miles of roads and highways. 

