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Freight and TIGER Funding On A Fast Track This Year 
Capitol Strategies has learned that the USDOT has decided to put the funding cycles this year for the new competitive 
freight grant program and the TIGER grant program on a very fast track.  They expect to release a Notice of Funding 
Availability (NOFA) for the freight grant program within a few weeks and a NOFA for the TIGER program around the same 
time.   

There are several reasons for the rush: the Obama Administration wants to announce the grant awards before the election, 
they are prohibited from announcing any grant awards within about 6 weeks of the election, and the FAST Act requires 
USDOT to give Congress 60 days advance notice of the freight grant awards to give Congress time to reject the awards en 
bloc by a joint resolution (subject to veto) if they so choose.   

Working backwards from Election Day, that means that USDOT must submit their proposed freight grant list to Congress 
by mid-July.  That in turn requires a grant application deadline around March or April.  (The TIGER program doesn’t have a 
60-day Congressional notification requirement, so their deadlines can slip a couple months.) 

 

In case you haven’t been following this issue, the recently-enacted FAST Act creates two new federal freight funding 
programs: one, The Nationally Significant Freight and Highway Projects program (Section 1105) provides $4.5 billion over 
five years ($800 million in FY 2016) through competitive grants for freight projects that cost at least $100 million, a second, 
The National Highway Freight Program (Section 1116) provides $6.3 billion over five years ($1.15 billion in FY 2016) to 
state DOTs through a formula for freight projects, especially those on the National Highway Freight Network. 

In addition, the FY 2016 omnibus appropriations bill provided $500 million for a new round of TIGER grants. 

The FAST Act requires USDOT to run the competitive freight grant program out of the new Innovative Finance Bureau 
(IFB), which will also administer the TIFIA and RRIF loan programs.  It will take a while to stand up the IFB, however, so 
USDOT intends to use the TIGER staff team to administer the FY 2016 competitive grant program.  They expect some 
applicants to apply for funding from both programs.   

The big difference between the two programs will be project size.  Competitive freight grant projects must cost at least 
$100 million (except that 10% of the funds are set-aside for smaller projects).  TIGER grants have been averaging around 
$20 million and this year, the minimum urban grant has been reduced from $10 million to $5 million. 

One big challenge for applicants to the competitive grant program is that sponsors must break ground on a project within 
18 months of receiving a grant.  Only projects that are fairly well advanced will be able to meet this requirement. 

The FAST Act allows the state formula freight program to go ahead in FY 2016, but states will need to pass freight plans in 
order to receive their formula freight funds in future years.   



Big Bills Include 
Small Items 
The recent pace of legislative progress in the 114th 
Congress has been pedestrian, at best.  However, 
like in past years, the log-jam is inevitably breached 
by large omnibus bills that often include measures 
that would otherwise have difficulty traversing the 
legislative process.  The close of the 2015 session 
provided such an opportunity.  

The Omnibus legislation passed at the end of last 
year included a couple of items, of which Capitol 
Strategies knows a thing or two. 

The first was the culmination of a long-term effort to 
help provide relief from cargo being diverted from 
U.S. ports to foreign competitors.  Shippers can avoid 
the Harbor Maintenance Tax (HMT) by sending their 
cargo through a port in Canada and transiting the 
goods into the United States via truck or rail.   

The Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act of 2015 included funding to provide an HMT rebate to certain 
ports.  One use of this funding will allow those ports facing such competition to provide incentives to their customers that 
will alleviate the increased cost of shipping through U.S. ports due to the HMT. 

Another item included was a change in tax laws that will give a boost to small and mid-sized businesses. Previously, when 
equipment was purchased only some of the costs could be written off each year through depreciation (offering a slight 
incentive to purchase rather than lease, however it made taxes and accounting more difficult).  

An amendment to Section 179 now establishes a permanent deduction for purchasing qualifying equipment, allowing small 
and mid-sized businesses to purchase as much as $500,000 in business related equipment and immediately write it off as 
a tax deduction. 

These are just two examples of policy changes that we are proud will help economic growth in the coming year.  While our 
clients involved are aware of these and other changes that will impact their bottom lines, we are happy to provide more 
insight to anyone interested. 

These Boots Are Made for Walking…All the Way to the White House? 

With three weeks to go before Iowa caucus-goers head to the 
polls to kick-off the presidential primary process, serious    
issues are finally coming to the forefront.   

Marco Rubio's Republican rivals literally are hot on his heels, 
this time taking shots at the Florida senator for wearing shiny, 
black boots -- with a pumped-up heel -- that apparently only a 
fashion-forward individual can appreciate. On the airwaves, 
GOP commentators have also taken to calling Rubio too short 
to be the Republican nominee.  Ann Coulter, a conservative 
talking head on Fox News has been quoted as saying “Rubio 
and Paul are as tall as my iPod,” and that we “can’t run a short 
candidate [for president].” While this line of thinking is very 
humorous, the question is surprisingly not without merit.  

If Google search results are any indicator, Americans want to know how the presidential candidates measure up – literally.  

Among the most popular candidate-related queries plugged into the Internet search engine are ones about the heights of the White 
House hopefuls. 

So, how does the historical record stack up for the vertically challenged? According to the Political Height Index, a recording of 
presidential nominees actual and perceived height, since 1900, the taller guy has won the presidential election 19 times, while the 
shorter candidate has won just eight times – and that includes the year 2000 in which George W. Bush, the shorter candidate,   
didn't win the popular vote against the taller Al Gore. In two of these elections, candidates were the same height. 



President Misfires 
The President intended to expand background checks for 
some firearm purchases, require more people involved in 
selling guns to register, and to beef up enforcement of 
existing gun laws. But, many observers believe his recent 
actions will increase gun and ammunition sales without 
having a measurable effect on crime rates.  

All parties were quick to respond to the administration's 
announcement with some decrying the President's proposal 
as the end of citizens' rights to own firearms, to others 
claiming the President was making history with his 
announcement.  

The reality is the President was playing to the Democratic 
Party base that favors stronger action on gun control, while 
the response from 2nd Amendment organizations and 
Republicans similarly played to their conservative base that 
favors minimal restrictions on American's rights to firearms. 

Virtually no one believes the President's announced actions 
will reduce gun ownership or the incidence of crimes 
committed with firearms. Several critics have made a point of 
noting that none of the recent mass shootings would have 
been prevented had the President's proposals been in effect. 

 And, we wonder why the electorate is cynical? 

Election Year Productivity? 
Despite it being an election year, Congressional leaders are 
feeling their oats after an unusually productive fall in 
2015.     

After completing a highway bill, a Budget deal, and an 
Omnibus Appropriations Act instead of a Continuing 
Resolution; Congress came as close to the so-called 
“regular order” of legislating as any time in recent memory.   

If that level of functionality can continue, Congress may be 
able to address other big issues including reauthorization of 
the Higher Education Act addressing issues such as Pell 
Grants, improved access and affordability for students, and 
greater accountability from colleges and universities in 
exchange for federal aid; Criminal Justice with some 
bipartisan efforts to reduce mandatory minimum sentences 
for non-violent offenders; and Trade with approval of the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership.   

The challenge will be completing such major policy 
objectives in a bipartisan manner while also completing the 
annual Appropriations process all before the GOP 
Presidential Convention in July.   

Long list, short session. 

STREAM Act Meanders 
Through the House 

The Supporting Transparent        
Regulatory and Environmental    
Actions in Mining (STREAM) Act is 
set to reach the floor of the house 
sometime in the next few weeks.   

The act, sponsored by Alex Mooney 
(R-WV), would block one of       
Obama’s coal mining rules.  

The President’s rule would update 
standards for areas around streams 
where mining and mining waste are 
prohibited. This rule, according to 
republicans, would hurt the coal   
mining industry by adding another 
costly layer of environmental        
regulations. 

“In my state ... the thought of losing thousands more jobs [is] unconscionable,” Mooney said at a House Natural Resources 
Committee hearing in September. “This newly proposed rule will not only impact coal fields in West Virginia and              
Appalachia, but also have widespread implications across the country.” Mooney’s bill would prevent the rule from going into 
effect until it is subjected to further scientific review and more information is provided regarding its formation.    

Democrats, generally speaking, support the rule, and argue that the potential job losses are negligible, especially compared 
to the environmental benefits.  The Obama administration posits that the rule, which has taken more than six years to 
make, will protect vulnerable waterways from mountaintop-removal mining, a controversial process.   

The STREAM Act is set to come before the House Rules Committee next week, where it is expected to pass. Once it 
reaches the floor, despite Democrats opposing it, it is expected to pass. Republicans passed similar legislation in the past.   

It is unclear, however, how the bill will fare in the senate.  However, if it does pass, it is very unlikely that the president will 
sign it into law.   



Obama Releases 
SOTU Hype Video 
On Wednesday, President Barack 
Obama released a video teaser for his 
final State of the Union address next 
Tuesday. The trailer aims to set 
expectations for the last State of Union 
address of his presidency.  

Obama wants to look beyond 2016 and 
focus on bigger, broader themes that will 
affect the country in the coming years. 
He has said that he is going to skip the 
traditional long list of legislative goals, 
stating that he’s got bigger things in 
mind than Congress. 

Obama recognizes the parameters he faces this year, with Republicans controlling both chambers of Congress and the 
2016 presidential race playing a huge role in political decisions. However, already this week Obama has issued a new 
executive action on guns (a step he says in crucial due to Congress’s failure to act), and although not mentioned in the 
video it is expected that Obama will also focus on Pacific Rim trade pact and criminal justice reform.  

Republicans have announced that South Carolina governor Nikki Haley (known for her charisma) will offer the party’s 
rebuttal. Haley is frequently mentioned as a possible vice-president candidate.  

The somewhat ‘nontraditional’ address, will take place on Tuesday January 12, and is less than a month before the first 
presidential contests in Iowa and New Hampshire. 

State of the Union Farewell Tour 2016 
With 2016 being his final year in Office, President Obama is preparing his eighth and final State of the Union (SOTU) 
address to Congress and the nation next week.  

His primary objective for the remainder of 2016 will be to remain relevant as a lame-duck President.  With recent Executive 
action on gun background checks, it appears the President will not be content waiting for Congress to take action on the 
issues he sees as important.     

Expect the SOTU to outline several key policy objectives that the President will call on Congress to implement and then do 
so on his own when the Republican-controlled Congress chooses not to act (Surprise!).     

On the policy front, the President needs to address the ISIS-Terrorism threat in some meaningful way that will resonate 
with the American people. To date, while experts debate the effectiveness of the Obama strategy in the Middle East, the 
American public strongly believes that not enough has been done to thwart the growing threat to Western and U.S. 
security.  

Also on the terrorism front, the President may choose to finally fulfill his 2008 campaign promise to close the detention 
center in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 

One policy objective that he will need Congress on is approval of the largest trade deal in history, the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership.  The Administration has been strongly promoting the benefits to trade and U.S. exports of this agreement but it 
has met a lukewarm reception on the Hill, particularly from elements of the President’s own party.   

A bi-partisan coalition of pro-business/pro-trade Democrats and Republicans will need to be cobbled together for a win on 
this one. 

Politically, the President will want to secure his legacy by helping another Democrat take the White House, whether Clinton 
or Sanders.  In addition, he will be working to secure Democratic control of the U.S. Senate.  Taking back the Senate would 
be a bit of redemption for the President who saw his party lose control of both chambers of Congress during his tenure.  

Democrats have a good shot at winning control of the Senate as Republicans must defend 24 Senate seats, including more 
than half a dozen in toss-up or Democratic-leaning states, while Democrats are only defending 10 seats.   

Lame Duck or on the wing?  Either way, the GOP will be taking their shots. 



Minnesota Senators Throw Caution To The Wind 

In the usual fun Senate spirit, Senators from Washington State and 
Minnesota have made a friendly wager on the Vikings-Seahawks NFL 
playoff game this weekend.  

Minnesota Democratic Senators Amy Klobuchar and Al Franken, and 
Washington Democratic Senators Patty Murry and Maria Cantwell 
continued the usual tradition of competing against one another.  

If (when) the Seahawks win, Murray and Cantwell will get Caribou 
Coffee and walleye (a fish). If the Vikings come out on top, Klobuchar 
and Franken will get Starbucks coffee and salmon.  

Senator Klobuchar was quoted as referring to the bet as the “salmon/
walleye with a cup of java on the side’ Sunday Showdown.” Which, in 
response Senator Cantwell fired back, “it’s a shame my Minnesota 
colleagues won’t be able to savor Washington’s world-class salmon of 
brew some Starbucks coffee.”  

However, although the Minnesota Senators will likely be graced with 
the Washington salmon and coffee, it is unlikely that this will be their 
first cup of the elusive Starbucks coffee.  

Making bets on sporting events is a fun attempt at promoting 
bipartisanship and healthy competition in a political climate that many 
would describe as “more depressing than Bourbon Street on a 
Tuesday night.”  

As the playoff season continues, look for more fun bets from your 
members of Congress to occur (unless you’re a Bears fan, then 
you’re pretty much out of luck).  

 

Tweet of the Week 

A Super Year Ahead 
A quick look at some key dates for the first month 
of the 114th Congress: 

January 4:  House of Representatives returns 
to session 

January 11:  Senate returns to session 

January 12:  President Obama delivers the 
State of the Union address; South Carolina 
Governor Nikki Haley provides the Republican 
Response 

January 13-16:  Republican retreat in Baltimore, 
Maryland 

January 13: Senate Democratic retreat at 
Nationals Stadium 

January 27-29:  House Democrat retreat in 
Baltimore, Maryland 

February 1:  Deadline for the President ’s 
FY2017 budget request to Congress.  

 
February 9:  The White House announced the 
President's budget request to Congress will arrive 
a week later than the mandated deadline 
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