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BOSTON 

IN THE MIDST of the voter anger that accompanies a fiscal crisis, it’s easier for Massachusetts state legislators to cast a single tough vote to raise the sales tax than to vote multiple times to increase targeted taxes. But what’s easy isn’t necessarily what’s right. 

When it comes to roads, most agree that how much you pay should be commensurate with the benefit you derive. It’s how we charge for water, electricity and other non-discretionary goods. 

But using sales-tax proceeds to fund roads divorces the “consumption” of roadway travel from the act of paying for it. And people act very differently when they think something is free. 

Acting as if roads are free is one reason the commonwealth faces a transportation funding shortfall that the Massachusetts Transportation Finance Commission pegged at nearly $20 billion over the next two decades. Leaders on Beacon Hill are completing legislation that would put a single government entity in charge of state roadways. An entity that will be held accountable to drivers should also have some budgetary control. That means raising the gasoline tax and lock-boxing the revenue so it can’t be diverted to non-transportation uses. 

But any gasoline-tax increase must be enacted with a clear understanding that its days as a viable user fee are numbered. 

The gasoline tax is relatively unreliable as a measure of roadway usage. For example, it doesn’t differentiate between which roads a driver uses, whether she’s driving at rush hour or during the middle of the night. 

For government, it’s also an increasingly unreliable revenue source. New cars are getting better mileage, and the use of alternative fuels not subject to the tax is on the rise. For the first time in recent memory, state gasoline-tax receipts actually decreased between 2005 and 2006. Combined with a failure to raise the tax for 18 years, the result is a one-third loss in the buying power of its receipts over that time. 

Electronic tolling technology offers a more precise user fee that can be used to combat congestion by adjusting travel prices based on what roads a driver uses or the time of day. Cars can be charged less than large trucks that exact a greater toll on roadways. Used wisely, it is an effective tool for reducing congestion and promoting cleaner air. 

Establishing a direct link between how much you drive and what you pay forces consumers to make choices, just as they do with other goods and services. By promoting transparency and competition, roadway pricing also puts pressure on government and other road operators to provide value for drivers’ money. 

But all of this hinges on moving past the mindset that roads are free. That’s difficult during the best of times; it will require exceptional leadership in the current economy. 

Leadership requires earning voters’ trust. To do it, elected officials must demonstrate that they will spend existing revenue wisely before asking their constituents for more. As the state Senate and House enter into negotiations over transportation-reform legislation, the versions that each brings to the table focus too much on moving boxes around on an organizational chart and too little on squeezing unnecessary costs from the system. 

Failure to maintain existing assets is one of the main causes of our transportation finance mess. Ribbon cuttings make for good photo opportunities, but real leadership means using new revenue to fix what we have before building more. 

The approach on Beacon Hill has traditionally been to take one hard vote on an issue, then put it in the rear view mirror as quickly as possible. But our transportation woes are too severe for that approach, and simply approving a sales-tax hike further blurs the already tenuous connection between what we pay and the roads we get in return. 

Once reforms are in place, legislators should cast the hard vote to raise the gasoline tax. But they should do so knowing it’s a stopgap measure. Massachusetts must move aggressively to implement roadway-pricing technology that puts to rest the myth that roads are free and establishes a clear link between what drivers pay, how much they benefit and the quality of the commonwealth’s roads. 
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