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Is investment in public infrastruc-
ture important? And should 
Tennessee have more dedicated reve-
nue sources to pay for construction 
and maintenance of infrastructure 
across the state, or is the existing tax 
structure – primarily the state tax on 
fuel, and wheel taxes – sufficient to 
pay for what Tennessee needs to sus-
tain and grow its economy?

Each of the major candidates for 
governor and U.S. Senate were asked 
to tell our readers about their views 
on infrastructure investment.

GUBERNATORIAL
CANDIDATES

Diane Black

President Trump’s Rebuilding 
Infrastructure in American Plan is 
tremendous news for Tennessee.

The principles of this plan are 
examples of what all policy should 
strive to do: use funds as a hand up 
instead of a hand out, give more flex-
ibility to state and local governments 
and focus on the benefits of invest-
ments in private 
industry. 

The plan 
would allocate 
$200 billion to 
states to stimu-
late $1.5 trillion 
in infrastructure 
i n v e s t m e n t s 
nationwide. The 
funds will pro-
mote state, local 
and private 
investments in infrastructure and 
maximize the value of every taxpayer 
dollar. 

The funds will be divided into mul-
tiple programs: $100 billion to create 
an Incentives Program, $20 billion for 
the Transformative Projects Program, 
$20 billion to expand infrastructure 
financing programs, $10 billion for a 
new Federal Capital Revolving Fund 
and, most importantly for Tennessee, 
$50 billion for a new Rural 
Infrastructure Program. 

The bulk of the funding from the 
Rural Infrastructure Program will be 
allocated to state governors, giving 
us the flexibility to prioritize the com-

munity’s needs. 
For the seventy-eight rural coun-

ties of Tennessee, this is a game-chang-
er. 

As governor, I will work hard to 
put these funds to good use in our 
communities. No one knows what 
Tennessee needs like Tennesseans. As 
I've traveled the state, two things I 
have heard from East to West 
Tennessee is the need for good roads 
and broadband. 

From the top to the bottom, greater 
access to good roads and broadband 
gives communities the necessities to 
recruit businesses, support local edu-
cation and grow their economies. 

The President’s plan will make it 
all the more possible for our state to 
improve our infrastructure, attract 
more businesses and spread the pros-
perity of Tennessee’s cities to even 
our most rural communities. 

It’s time Tennessee dreams bigger 
for our rural communities, and the 
President’s plan is a huge step in the 
right direction

Randy Boyd
Great roads and strong infrastruc-

ture are essential to economic devel-
opment and thankfully Tennessee 
has some of the best assets in the 
country. One of 
our greatest 
assets is we are 
one of the few 
states with no 
road debt and as 
Governor I will 
continue that 
pay-as-you-go 
c o n s e r v a t i v e 
practice. As 
Commiss ioner 
of Economic and 
Community Development, I fre-
quently promoted Tennessee’s out-
standing infrastructure to new busi-
ness prospects and it is a critical 
recruitment tool. Quality roads and 
safe infrastructure are about more 
than just transportation --they are 
about better jobs and properly 
growing our state. We must commit 
to a safe and reliable transportation 
system and no matter what new 
technology or changes come, I am 
focused on ensuring that Tennessee 
continues that tradition of safe 
roadways. 

Furthermore, another critical part 
of our infrastructure is broadband 

access. Just as with roads, if there is 
no broadband, it will be hard for 
businesses, schools, and communi-
ties to thrive and grow.  As 
Commissioner, I was happy to lead 
the effort to bring broadband to 
more rural areas, but there is still 
work to be done.  As Governor, I 
will continue working to make sure 
all communities are connected and 
have the tools to thrive.

Beth Harwell
My philosophy is that for those 

things government is charged with 
doing, it should do efficiently and 
effectively. Infrastructure is the 
responsibility of government—and 
the state plays a large role—and it 
impacts every citizen in this state. 
Roads and utilities affect the quali-
ty of life of all Tennesseans. 
Infrastructure must be a priority, 
because jobs and economic prosper-
ity depend on it.

 A solid infrastructure is a critical 
part of recruiting businesses to relo-
cate to Tennessee and creating an 
environment where Tennessee busi-
nesses can expand and thrive. 
While every citizen can feel the 
impact of poor infrastructure in the 
form of traffic, 
subpar utilities, 
and unsafe 
bridges, busi-
nesses rely on 
these things to 
deliver goods 
and services to 
all Tennesseans.

 A few years 
ago, I convened 
a Rural Task 
Force that trav-
eled the state to discuss what was 
needed to boost prosperity in our 
rural areas. Time and time again, 
infrastructure came up as a number 
one concern—roads, utilities, and 
broadband.

 We have taken action to address 
our state’s infrastructure over the 
last few years, but there is more 
that can be done, especially in the 
rural parts of our state. We are for-
tunate not to have any road debt in 
the state of Tennessee, and we need 
to ensure we have enough dedicat-
ed sources of funding to support 
these needs across the state. As gov-
ernor, I will make that a priority.

Bill Lee
In my company, I have always told 

our managers, be careful about what 
you add in the good times, because 
you might have to take it away in the 
lean times, and that philosophy has 
kept us from having to make some 
very difficult decisions when times do 
inevitably get tough.  

 When approaching a budget, 
whether in my company, or as gover-
nor, I look at every line item and weigh 
the merits. You have to make hard 
decisions and differentiate from 
“needs” and “wants.”

Investing in infrastructure is clearly 
a need, and it needs to be addressed 
more quickly. I run a company with 
hundreds of vehicles, and our compa-
ny is in the business of maintaining the 
infrastructure of buildings. Deferring 
maintenance is a costly, critical mis-
take.  The same obviously applies to 
government. Neglecting infrastructure 
ensures more expensive and more 
painful solutions when we finally do 
get around to addressing them.

In Tennessee, we find ourselves with 
a growing infrastructure problem, not 
only because of deferred maintenance, 
but because of factors like TennCare, 
where we grew that program to unsus-
tainable levels. As a result, fixed over-
head became an 
anchor on the 
budget which 
meant the state 
highway fund 
was raided to pay 
our bills.

We can’t do 
that again.

Infrastructure 
needs to be part of 
a bigger conversa-
tion around our 
entire state budget. In the last eight 
years, inflation has risen 8%, and our 
population has grown by 5%.  
However, our state budget appropria-
tions alone have risen by an astound-
ing 32%.

If we don’t do something to slow the 
growth of government spending 
today—while revenues are currently 
strong—we’re destined to find our-
selves in a hard situation when reve-
nues drop. That will not only harm 
infrastructure, it’ll hurt education, law 
enforcement, and many of the ser-
vices the state currently provides.
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Roads, infrastructure a problem across state
Though we often complain 

about our government, we count 
on it every day, in large ways and 
small. An example of a small way 
… potholes. Which don’t seem like 
a small issue after they cause your 
tire(s) to blow out.

Taking action
Elections are the events that 

allow citizens to turn their com-
plaints into action. They are our 
opportunity to effect change, or to 
support the status quo.

The 2018 elections are particular-
ly important in Tennessee. Gov. Bill 
Haslam is ineligible for a third 
term; two-term U.S. Senator Bob 
Corker has opted to retire; and 
dozens of state legislators made the 
decision that this would be their 
last session in Nashville.

The 124-members of the 
Tennessee Press Association, like 
this newspaper, will be covering 

local elections as we do each cycle, 
but this year we are also working 
together to ask the candidates for 
statewide-elected offices to share 
their positions on issues of broad 
concern.

We count on our state and feder-
al government to make sure that 
the utilitarian infrastructure of 
modern life – roads, right of way, 
transit, water safety, and access to 
basic telecommunications, includ-
ing the internet – is sufficient to 
sustain the needs of citizens.

In 2014, for example, federal, 
state, and local governments spent 
$416 billion on infrastructure, 
according to the Congressional 
Budget Office (CBO).

Commuting to work
Whether you live in a rural 

county (over two-thirds of 
Tennessee counties are consid-
ered rural), an urban county 
(four or perhaps six counties), or 
somewhere in between, 
Tennesseans share a common 

complaint – it takes too long to 
drive to where we need go.

There is a lot of noise in the 
news about how bad traffic is 
Nashville, Memphis, Knoxville 
and Chattanooga, but those traf-
fic woes are not unique and are 
felt far from city centers.

Think Tennessee, a public pol-
icy nonprofit, concluded in its 
analysis of 2016 census data the 
time Tennesseans spend com-
muting to work is a problem that 
extends beyond the borders of 
the state’s major cities.

“With an average commute 
time of 24.5 minutes, there are 
few short drives to work in 
Tennessee,” the organization 
reported in August, “but travel 
times are worst in the ring just 
beyond the suburbs.”

Residents in the rural counties 
that surround our four major 
cities spend 25 percent more 
time commuting to work than 
their urban and suburban neigh-
bors.

Rough roads, aging
bridges and other needs
Counties across Tennessee are 

faced with a growing backlog of 
transportation projects, estimat-
ed at $10 billion in January 
2017. That backlog prompted 
the General Assembly to pass 
comprehensive legislation that 
took effect in July.

The IMPROVE Act 
(Improving Manufacturing, 
Public Roads and Opportunities) 
raised taxes on gasoline, diesel 
fuel, compressed natural gas 
and liquefied gas, and raised 
fees on motor vehicle registra-
tions, including a new $100 fee 
for electric vehicles. To compen-
sate for the tax increases, the 
legislation reduced the sales tax 
rate on food, established a 
phase out of the Hall income 
tax, and lowered taxes on man-
ufacturers.

The net effect of the tax 
changes was to fund 962 road 
and bridge projects across all 95 

counties, while maintaining the 
commitment that Tennessee 
does not go into debt to fund 
road building and maintenance. 
The tax increases also provided 
$70 million a year for counties 
to invest in projects, and $35 
million annually for cities.

The legislation also autho-
rized local governments to raise 
local taxes to pay for transit 
projects. 

Overshadowed
The many other infrastruc-

ture needs in Tennessee are 
overshadowed by the huge 
investment in transportation 
… until they fail. How pre-
pared are our political leaders 
for that?

Frank Daniels lives in 
Clarksville. A former editor and 
columnist, he is a member of the 
N.C. Journalism Hall of Fame. He 
can be reached at fdanielsiii@mac.
com.

by FRANK DANIELS III
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