
 

Infrastructure Approvals,”  

says the current convoluted 

approval process often takes 

up to a decade and that a six 

year delay in starting infra-

structure projects costs the 

U.S. over $3.7 trillion, includ-

ing inefficiencies and pollu-

tion. 

 

Two kinds of costs 
While the Times story 

focused on the human cost of 

infrastructure deterioration 

and failure, the Common 

Good report calls for a reduc-

tion in bureaucratic require-

ments and a simplified frame-

work with accountability for 

making infrastructure deci-

sions.  

Under the current maze 

of permits and approvals, the 

report says that even fully-

(Continued on page 4) 

The 2007 collapse of the 

I-35W bridge in Minneapolis 

continues to be the poster 

child for the nation’s infra-

structure problems.  A recent 

New York Times story con-

tains pictures and video from 

that disaster and says that 

while there is bipartisan 

agreement that more needs to 

be done to replace and repair 

infrastructure, politicians feel 

pressure to hold down spend-

ing. The Congressional 

Budget Office says state and 

federal spending has remained 

flat since the mid-1950s and 

that much of the current infra-

structure was built with an 

intended service life of 50 

years.  “But many structures 

have exceeded that age,” adds 

the Times and says not replac-

ing or repairing infrastructure 

is costly in human terms. 

 

Doubles the price 
And a just-released study 

by the nonpartisan organiza-

tion Common Good says that 

holding back on infrastructure 

investment more than doubles 

the price of projects.  The 

group’s report, “Two Years, 

Not Ten Years: Redesigning 

Infrastructure procrastination costs $ 
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It looks like it will be 

planned maintenance rather 

than weather that ends this 

year’s navigation season.  

You may recall last year’s 

cold forced the earliest sea-

son end in 45 years.  But Pat-

rick Moes, public affairs spe-

cialist for the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers, says the 

plan is to close Lock and 

Dam 9, near Lansing, Iowa, 

on Dec. 7, and all down 

bound traffic will be halted 

then.  

 The lock will be dewa-

tered to perform scheduled 

maintenance that happens 

every 15 to 20 years.  The 

Corps says that work includes 

repairing concrete; repairing, 

sandblasting and painting the 

miter gates; and replacing the 

bubbler system.   

The last major work at 

Lock and Dam 7 was done in 

1993.  Schedules call for the 

lock to reopen on March 14 

next year.  

Above:  Cold is just one of 

the maintenance challenges  

the Corps faces during 

winter shutdowns.  This 

COE photo shows Lock 5A 

undergoing repairs. 

Corps says maintenance, not weather likely to close 2015 season  
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Export-Import Bank – Asset or liability 

 

The U.S. House of Representatives, late 

last month, approved bipartisan legislation 

to reauthorize the federal Export-Import 

(Ex-Im) Bank's charter which Congress 

allowed to lapse effective July 1.  Despite 

the name, Ex-Im doesn’t offer import assis-

tance in the U.S.  Rather, it provides loans 

and insurance to help foreign companies – 

sometimes those with less-than stellar credit 

– buy U.S. goods when private banks can’t 

or won’t make those loans.  Factually, the 

bank did not die after its authority expired; 

it is still completing loans that were already 

underway and collecting outstanding loans. 

As defined by the White House website 

fact-sheet, the bank is a critical tool in the 

bipartisan trade agenda that helps U.S. com-

merce succeed in global markets and grow 

their exports with financing needed to go 

toe-to-toe with foreign rivals.  Supported 

exports include manufacturing, services, 

satellites, agribusiness, air craft, oil/gas de-

velopment, power generation and mining. 

The White House site further stated that 

over six years ending in 2014, Ex-Im has 

supported a total of $235 billion of exports 

by its approval of more than 7,500 transac-

tions, about 5,000 of which involve small 

businesses.  By that measure, the five Up-

per Mississippi River states shared $13.5 

billion in export sales generated by 848 ex-

port transactions. 

With the Ex-Im’s lapse, China and 

other foreign rivals will pick up the slack, 

putting American businesses and workers at 

a disadvantage.  A senior official from one 

of China’s versions of the Export-Import 

Bank told reporters recently that Ex-Im go-

ing away would be “a good thing” for 

China. 

 

Ex-Im is an economic driver 

The business press is replete with ex-

amples of the bank’s economic importance, 

for example: Echoing the White House 

statement, the Business Roundtable stated 

the Ex-Im supports more than 164,000 jobs 

at U.S. exporting companies and their sup-

pliers (2014). 

National Public Radio reported that 

Maryland-based International Green Struc-

tures (IGS) lost a $5 million compressed-

wheat fiberboard project in Nigeria because 

it couldn't get financing from the now-

lapsed Ex-Im Bank.   

General Electric recently said it would 

shift hundreds of jobs abroad because of the 

Ex-Im bank’s inability to help finance inter-

national deals. 

Various press accounts state that the 

National Association of Manufacturers lob-

bied hard for the Bank.  So did the Business 

Roundtable, an advocacy group for chief 

executives from some of the nation's lead-

ing companies. 

 

Anti-bank arguments 

Detractors’ claim that in the event of an 

economic downturn, taxpayers will be stuck 

with defaults ignores the bank's history of 

defaults at less than 1 percent and that the 

bank operates at a profit, generating $675 

million in returns to taxpayers in 2014. 

Policy-makers worry about corruption 

citing a former Ex-Im bank employee who 

accepted over $78,000 in bribes from 2006-

2013. 

The Washington Post charges that 

when the bank intervenes in financing help-

ing Boeing sell planes to China, India and 

other nations, it helps those foreign airlines 

compete with U.S. international carriers.  

Environmentalists are upset with the 

prospect that the bank might be re-

authorized, charging that it’s financing of 

billions of dollars worth of coal and gas 

fired power plants in South Africa, New 

Guinea and the Great Barrier Reef World 

Heritage Area support environmental degra-

dation.  Specifically, Friends of the Earth 

charges that the bank does not follow regu-

lations that require disclosure of environ-

mental assessments and reports. 

 

 Congressional inaction let Ex-Im lapse 

With backing from the White House, 

the Business Roundtable, National Associa-

tion of Manufacturers and others, along 

with rarely achieved bipartisan support ex-

pressed by the lopsided favorable House 
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vote of 313-105, why was 

the Ex-Im authority allowed 

to lapse?  The answer may 

lie in its genesis: The Great 

Depression of 1929.  

As stated in a 

Bloomberg post, the Export

-Import Bank was initiated 

by President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt in 1934 as a New 

Deal program to boost 

much needed exports. 

While Democrats 

widely supported the bank, 

Barack Obama criticized it 

while campaigning for 

president in 2008; calling it 

“little more than a fund for 

corporate welfare” (the 

President now supports re-

authorization).   

The Washington Post 

stated the reason for the 

lapse more bluntly:  Ex-Im 

got caught up in mission 

creep in its efforts to “level 

the playing field for U.S. 

companies by matching 

financing that other govern-

ments provide to their ex-

porters”.  It seems Congress 

was trying to balance pro-

tection of U.S. exports ver-

sus free-market advocates, 

but chose inaction instead. 

Bloomberg stated this is 

in sharp contrast to the ac-

tions of previous Con-

gresses which, for decades, 

reauthorized the bank with 

little to no debate and didn’t 

even bother with a roll call 

in either chamber for its 

extension in 2006. 

 

Solution may be at hand 

On November 6, the 

House on a 363-64 vote 

overwhelmingly approved a 

$300 billion multiyear high-

way infrastructure bill to 

addresses the nation's dete-

riorating roads and bridges.   

Most of the "no" votes came 

from hard-line Republicans 

who were angered that the 

bill's cost was not fully cov-

ered by revenue and that it 

included the stand-alone 

Export-Import Bank meas-

ure previously approved by 

the House last month but 

which was not part of a 

highway bill. 

The November 6 House 

highway bill must now be 

reconciled with a Senate 

version adopted earlier this 

year.  Congress is expected 

to finalize the highway 

funding and Ex-Im bank 

measures by year's end. 

 

Disclaimer:  Thoughts 

and opinions expressed in 

this column are those of its 

author and not necessarily 

those of the Upper Missis-

sippi Waterway Association 

or its members. 
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  Like many recreational boat owners Stillwater mayor Ted Kozlowski misses his time on the water when 

winter comes.  So the mayor recently made a short video of a late summer trip from the new Interstate 

bridge, under the historic lift bridge and up to the Soo Line Bridge at Arcola so he’d, “Have something to 

watch in February when I start questioning why I live here.”   You can enjoy the trip vicariously online.  

  St. Paul leaders and members of the Ford Site Planning Task Force are hosting a Dec. 1, meeting open to 

the public that will provide details of the studies and workshops that have shaped the city's priorities for the 

former Ford Plant property in Highland Park.  Earlier this month Mayor Chris Coleman and city council 

member Chris Tolbert met with Highland Park residents for an update.  The city wants to have a developer 

and master plan in place sometime in 2017. 

  .   Speaking in South Carolina recently, Manuelo Eduardo Benitez, deputy administrator of the Panama 

Canal Authority said the Canal expansion is now 93% complete.  And Ken Eriksen, senior vice president of 

transportation for Informa Economics says the scheduled April 2016 opening of that expansion will likely 

open more export opportunities for American farmers. “In the end, you’re going to have more attraction for 

more ocean vessels to come to the Atlantic Basin because you’ve got options between northern Brazil and 

New Orleans and the lower Mississippi River,” Erickson said.   

 

Remember that past 

issues of Waterways 

are archived online at  

www.umwa.net 
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lay costs were estimated for a 

wide variety of infrastructure 

including inland waterways.  

The report calls for four 

major policy changes to cut 

approval times to two years:  

soliciting public comment 

before plans are finalized as 

well as throughout the proc-

ess. And the input process 

should be made less formal. 

Second, the report says 

that the scope and adequacy 

of environmental review 

should be decided by a desig-

nated official and reviews 

should focus on material is-

sues such as impact and possi-

ble alternatives and net over-

all impact should be the most 

important determinant. 

Changes are also needed 

to get rid of the fear of end-

less litigation, including a 

requirement that all claims 

against a project be brought 

within 90 days of federal per-

funded projects are slowed or 

stopped.  Authors point to the 

$800 billion Obama admini-

stration stimulus package that 

resulted in few “shovel ready” 

projects moving ahead.  In 

2014, the White House said 

that only $30 billion of the 

package had been spent on 

transportation infrastructure.  

Common Good says it 

commissioned a national sur-

vey of voters this summer and 

found that 74% of likely vot-

ers said they would be more 

inclined to vote for a presi-

dential candidate who prom-

ised to streamline the federal 

infrastructure review process.   

Common Good says the 

added costs incurred by de-

lays include such direct items 

as legal, administrative and 

overhead and opportunity 

costs of lost efficiencies. De-

(Continued from page 1) mits.  

And Common Good says 

we need a “one-stop shop” for 

the multiple permits required 

for infrastructure projects.  

Phil Howard, the Chair of 

Common Good says, “"The 

upside of rebuilding infra-

structure is as rosy as the 

downside of delay is dire.  

America can enhance its com-

petitiveness, achieve a 

greener footprint, and create 

upwards of two million jobs. 

Americans clearly want infra-

structure improvement – not 

further waste and ineffi-

ciency. The question is: Will 

the federal government make 

it happen?" 

Common Good describes 

itself as, “A nonpartisan re-

form coalition that offers 

Americans a new way to look 

at law and government.”  
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