
LEADERS’ ROUNDTABLE: 
Infrastructure Priorities

Introduction
The ongoing virtual meetings of the Senate Presidents’ Forum bring 
together state senate leaders to discuss solutions to critical problems and 
to report on promising solutions. On June 4, 2021, the Forum tackled the 
challenges states face due to aging basic infrastructure such as roads and 
bridges, but also due to the evolution of advanced technological needs.

State of the States’ Infrastructure
U.S. transportation, water, and other systems are facing major shortfalls, 
causing the U.S. to fall behind its global competitors, according to the 
American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE). Its 2021 “Infrastructure Report 
Card” gave an overall C- rating to U.S. infrastructure, noting that conditions 
were “mostly below standard,” exhibiting “significant deterioration,” with  
a “strong risk of failure.” ASCE analysts predict a total infrastructure  
funding gap of more than $2 trillion needed by 2025 that — if failed to  
be addressed — would result in almost $4 trillion of GDP lost.   

Recent trends are further disrupting infrastructure planning, including 
the rapid evolution of technology and increasing urbanization, but also 
migration to rural areas, climate change, compression of financial returns, 
and changing consumer preferences. 

The Proposed American Jobs Plan
The Forum took place at a critical juncture, as the American Jobs Plan  
(see page 2) was being negotiated and debated in Washington, with the 
Biden administration proposing that the federal government invest heavily 
in U.S. infrastructure over the next eight years. The Plan would impact a 
broad range of priorities, from physical infrastructure like roads, transit 
systems, water pipes, and broadband to research and development. 

Role of the States
State spending on infrastructure has always far exceeded federally  
funded programs. According to the Council on Foreign Relations (The State 
of U.S. Infrastructure, April 8, 2021), only 25% of U.S. public infrastructure 
funding comes from the federal government, leaving the remaining burden 
on state and local governments. Infrastructure investment has, historically, 

RREPORT: Member Meeting     l     June 4, 2021

The Forum Welcomes  
New Senate Participants

Sen. Dan Dockstader
President of the Senate 

(Wyoming)

Sen. Chris Kapenga
President of the Senate 

(Wisconsin)

American Society of  
Civil Engineers  
State Report Cards
Every 4 years, the American 
Society of Civil Engineers 
generates “report cards,” 
grading each state on the 
condition and performance 
of its infrastructure. To review 
details on your state’s grade 
for 2021, click the map here.

https://infrastructurereportcard.org/
https://infrastructurereportcard.org/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/american-jobs-plan/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/state-us-infrastructure?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI9cTsp6Tq8AIVgxx9Ch2Z_wYWEAAYASAAEgKQrPD_BwE
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/state-us-infrastructure?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI9cTsp6Tq8AIVgxx9Ch2Z_wYWEAAYASAAEgKQrPD_BwE
https://www.senpf.org/index.html
https://infrastructurereportcard.org/state-by-state-infrastructure/
https://infrastructurereportcard.org/state-by-state-infrastructure/


been a shared bipartisan interest — and a shared need among states. State 
economic and public safety interests are affected not only by local infrastruc-
ture, but also by the priorities of border states, as well as regional and na-
tional priorities, as commercial traffic transports goods from coast to coast. 

In this meeting of the Forum, state senate leaders defined the most critical 
infrastructure challenge faced by their state, discussed future plans to ame-
liorate these issues, and considered how to pay for needed improvements.
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Proposed Spending in the American Jobs Plan

States Outspend the Federal Government

Source: Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget (April 2021)

Source: Congressional Budget Office (2018)
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Sen. Lee Schoenbeck 
Senate President Pro Tempore, 
South Dakota
South Dakota, with its rural and 
expanding population, designated 

broadband access as the key infrastructure need and 
has already completed its broadband deployment. The 
next critical need is for a rail line across the state from 
end to end. More service is required to the middle of 
the state, and rail would be the best way to meet this 
need. As the population expands, schools may also be 
a future infrastructure challenge.

Sen. Greg Treat 
Senate President Pro Tempore, 
Oklahoma
For Oklahoma, rural broadband 
access also has been the most critical 

infrastructure need, and the state issued a $42 million 
tax credit to spur development. Last year, the focus 
was on bridges; the state invested hundreds of millions 
of dollars to upgrade bridges.

Broad Need for Broadband

Broadband access for underserved and 
unserved areas featured as the most critical 
infrastructure need for a number of states as 
populations move from cities to more rural 
settings and new working arrangements, 
including remote work, developed during 
COVID-19.

Sen. Page Cortez 
President of the Senate, Louisiana
Two years ago, the clean-up funding 
after the BP Horizon oil spill in the Gulf 
of Mexico brought $750 million to the 

state, which was invested in infrastructure projects, 
including rural broadband. South Louisiana sits on the 
major east-west trucking corridor, linking Los Angeles 
to Florida. Currently, two bridges and one connector 
highway are the most critical infrastructure projects. 
The legislature, which denied a new gasoline tax, is 
considering making a temporary sales tax permanent 
to provide funding for these projects. 

Sen. Don Harmon 
President of the Senate, Illinois
The legislature had passed a $42 
billion revitalization bill to address 
infrastructure needs, but this was 

delayed due to the revenue shortfall associated 
with the COVID-19 pandemic. The current urgency is 
replacing lead waterlines, and it is anticipated that 
federal monies will fund this project.

Sen. Ron Kouchi 
President of the Senate, Hawaii
Broadband is the biggest challenge 
for the islands to accommodate 
telemedicine and distance learning, 

and the state is negotiating to get better broadband 
access. However, another concern is protecting water 
quality and upgrading services. The state still has 

Discussion

Moderated by 
Tom Finneran



80,000 cesspools, often for homes owned by retirees 
on fixed incomes. While upgrading sewers and waste 
water is usually a county problem, additional funding 
will be required to address this problem. 

Some states are tackling water access and 
waste water infrastructure challenges.

Sen. Michael Shirkey 
President of the Senate, Michigan
Michigan faces more traditional 
infrastructure challenges in its aging 
dams and bridges. Furthermore, as 

the Flint, Michigan, water crisis brought to light, water 
infrastructure and services also top the priority list.  
Broadband is an issue for rural Michigan, and the 
Governor has signed a property tax relief bill until 
residents have adequate broadband access.

Sen. Ty Masterson 
President of the Senate, Kansas
As a heartland state, Kansas sits in 
the middle of the great, cross-country 
highway systems and has invested to 

keep the roads in great shape. Extending broadband 
access to the state’s rural areas is currently the top 
priority.

Sen. Chris Kapenga 
President of the Senate, Wisconsin
Broadband is the primary conversation 
in the state, but additional challenges 
are anticipated as technology evolves. 

We are evaluating whether we need subsurface 
infrastructure for broadband or if “over-the-air” 
technologies are the better option, and at what cost. 
The major traditional infrastructure investments in 
roads and bridges have already been made with the 
final part of the network — the highway to Milwaukee — 
currently in process.

Sen. Robert Stivers 
President of the Senate, Kentucky
Broadband is the infrastructure game 
changer, as people move out of 
the cities into more rural locations. 

However, the state has seen price inflation and scarcity 
of products for fiber optic cables to create the system. 
Meanwhile, traditional infrastructure concerns pose 
serious challenges; for example, the I-75 highway 
bridge connecting Ohio and Kentucky spans the 
mile-wide Ohio River. Seventy percent of all truck 
traffic crossing the U.S. use this bridge. It is among the 
top ten federal projects and is Kentucky’s number 1 
project, with a price tag of $3 billion. 

Traditional concerns over roads, bridges, 
and dams still are at the forefront in a 
number of states. In Kentucky, a $3 billion 
bridge construction project will be required 
to span the mile-wide Ohio River and ensure 
safety for the 70% of America’s trucks that 
cross the bridge.

Sen. Bill Ferguson 
President of the Senate, Maryland
Commercial and commuter rails are 
the top priorities for Maryland. The 
Port of Baltimore is a major terminus 

for receiving and on-shipping double-stacked 
containers. As a result, Maryland faces challenges for 
its commercial rail and bridges to accommodate these 
large shipments. Commuter rail is a priority for people 
to commute more efficiently. Additionally, the state’s 
aging underground water infrastructure will require 
upgrading to provide resiliency in dealing with waste 
water and storm water.

Sen. Dan Dockstader 
President of the Senate, Wyoming
Wyoming has taken the lead in 
establishing broadband access to 
its rural areas. However, the wide 
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open prairies and mountains of Wyoming present 
infrastructure challenges for improving highways and 
bridges. Additionally, water infrastructure remains a 
challenge for the more arid east side of the state to 
support agriculture, a concern that was highlighted in 
2019 when an underground irrigation canal collapsed, 
leaving farmers without water for their crops.

Sen. Jeremy Miller 
President of the Senate, Minnesota
Our state’s critical infrastructure 
concerns are similar to other states: 
in a state with a rugged climate, roads 

and bridges are the most critical priority. However, 
broadband infrastructure is on the list, as is managing 
waste water.

Sen. Larry Taylor 
Chair, Senate Education Committee, 
Texas 
While broadband access for rural 
regions and for the metro poor is a top 

priority for the state, another critical and costly issue 
with implications for the U.S. economy and national 
security poses an urgent concern for the legislature. 
When Hurricane Harvey dropped 36 inches of rain 
on the Port of Houston in 2017, 25% of oil and gas 
production was forced to shut down, affecting 5% of 
nationwide output, and pushing gas and oil process 
up across the country. When the Port of Houston shuts 
down, gas prices across the U.S. immediately go up. 

Beyond economic impacts, protecting the Port of 
Houston and its shipping channel also addresses 
security risks. Ships carrying the nation’s oil supply 
sail down a 50-mile shipping channel from Beaumont 
to Galveston. Beaumont is the busiest military port in 
the world for processing U.S. military equipment and 
overseeing port logistical activity. 

Therefore, deploying the necessary levees and 
swinging gates to protect the petrochemical facilities in 
the Port of Houston is a major economic and security 
concern. These risks have inspired bipartisan support 
in the legislature, and engaged 5 counties and the 
Army Corps of Engineers in the project. To date, $400 
million have been committed to the project.

Water infrastructure priorities include 
projects to contain damage from weather 
events; to deliver water to drought-ridden 
areas; to upgrade aging water facilities; 
and to dispose of waste water safely and 
efficiently.

Sen. Tom Alexander 
Chair, Senate Labor, Commerce and 
Industry Committee, South Carolina
Like other states, broadband access 
is high on the list of infrastructure 

priorities, and the state has had a public-private 
partnership with Spectrum and Charter for several 
years to deliver broadband services. Federal funds are 
being used to defray the cost of laying fiber across the 
state.

Water and sewer infrastructure have been victims of 
“out of sight, out of mind,” and are now 40 to 60 years 
old. They require urgent updating; meanwhile, new 
areas are opening up for economic development, and 
more people are moving to the state, creating a need 
for new towns and new infrastructure investment. A 
gas tax passed four years ago is being used to upgrade 
roads and bridges. 

A new area of opportunity is developing port 
capacity for the state. The Post of Charleston is a crown 
jewel, having been expanded to accommodate the 
new, larger super tankers that will be able to navigate 
through the wider, deeper Panama Canal. Additional 
inland terminals and rail transport infrastructure are 
being developed to accommodate new business, such 
as the BMW plant. The state will spend $550 million in 
the next five years on these developments.

Sen. Peter Micciche 
President of the Senate, Alaska
Roads and bridges remain a key 
concern in a state with extreme 
climates and long distances between 

communities. The aging infrastructure was further 
damaged by an earthquake two years ago and is still 



being repaired. For a state that uses waterways as 
highways, and with cruise ships providing significant 
revenue, ports and ferries are essential infrastructure to 
be maintained, as some ports are deteriorating. As the 
Arctic area becomes more accessible to Russian and 
Chinese shipping, the state also wants to establish an 
Arctic Navy Post in Nome. 

In the more rural areas of the state, water access and 
waste water treatment are problematic, as is access 
to energy. For some homes, an outhouse is the waste 
water plant and an annual delivery of diesel fuel is their 
energy source.

Sen. Phil Berger 
President of the Senate,  
North Carolina
While broadband access is the front-
and-center infrastructure concern for 

the state, unexpected developments have highlighted 
other risks. The recent Colonial Pipeline ransomware 
attack shut down the largest gasoline pipeline in 
the U.S., which carries 2.5 million barrels per day of 
gasoline and other refined fuels from refineries in 
Texas to destinations throughout the eastern U.S. 
This was the most significant cyberattack on critical 
infrastructure in U.S. history. It points to the urgent 
need to develop redundancy, so that not just one 
pipeline carries the nation’s fuel. Some of the state’s 
rural roads and water and sewer infrastructure require 
updating, but most are in good shape.

Sen. Stuart Adams 
President of the Senate, Utah
As a growth state, Utah is enjoying a 
good economy, and the focus is also 
on expanding broadband access. 

However, unexpected events can change that focus. 
For example, the state is currently experiencing a 
drought and local water shortages. We are working 
with neighbor states to determine a plan to equitably 
use water from the Colorado River. The state may need 
a pipeline this year.

The state also is investing hundreds of millions of 
federal funding in mental health research, an essential 
part of social services infrastructure. Another  

$100 million of federal monies will be used to shore up 
the unemployment insurance fund in order to lessen 
the impact of increasing unemployment costs on local 
businesses.

Sen. Chuck Winder 
Senate President Pro Tempore, Idaho
The state faces a critical need 
for improved roads and bridges, 
in particular, for a north/south 

expressway. There is a growing challenge to manage 
water access and waste water in the cities and rural 
communities. Like other states, we also are investing in 
broadband expansion using state funds. 

Tom Foukes 
BSA: The Software Alliance
How are the states responding 
to deficiencies in their digital 
infrastructure? How are we maintaining 

privacy for state workers and citizens? What about 
cybersecurity and the threat of ransomware attacks, 
like the Colonial Pipeline incident?

Sen. Page Cortez: The state has maintained upgrades 
for our digital infrastructure, so we remain protected; 
however, the municipalities do not have the funding 
to upgrade security standards if they are attacked, and 
they come to the state for funding. 

Sen. Stuart Adams: The broadband infrastructure 
is good in the government offices, schools, and 
businesses; but we still have children learning at home 
who do not have broadband and are dealing with 
dial-up Internet service. We need to deliver broadband 
capability to all the people.

Scott Henderson 
Covanta
What are the states thinking about for 
the infrastructure of recycling? Two to 
three years ago, China restricted the 

waste and recycling materials it would accept from the 
U.S. As waste contracts expire, local governments are 
facing exorbitant costs. For example, two years ago, 
Boston received $5 per ton for waste; today, they are 
charged $150/ton.
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Tom Finneran: That problem is not unique to Boston. 
Every municipality is struggling with how to get rid of 
waste.

Kevin Fisk 
LKQ Corporation
The human infrastructure is what my 
company worries about—the challenge 
is getting people to work. We have 

open jobs with good salaries and incentives, but no 
takers.

Tom Finneran: Again, a perennial problem in the 
states during this time of COVID-19 unemployment 
benefits, as we discussed in our May 7 Forum. 

Conclusion
The most prevalent infrastructure priorities noted by 
the Senate leaders included:

1.  Broadband access, especially for rural and 
underserved metropolitan areas;

2.  Aging bridges, highways, and dams that need 
urgent repairs and upgrades; and

3.  Water infrastructure to contain excess, to deliver 
water to drought-ridden areas, and to dispose of 
waste water. 

https://www.senpf.org/index.html
https://www.senpf.org/assets/spf-may2021-report-.pdf

