Interstate 49 – LET’S GET IT BUILT
Those of you familiar with highway projects, more specifically, projects in the development stage might be asking yourself – “what is going on with I-49?”  Well there are some things taking place toward the development of this important corridor that will link New Orleans and its deep water port system with western and northwestern Arkansas, Kansas City and ultimately Winnipeg, Canada.

Unfortunately, most of the development taking place is outside the state of Arkansas.  In Louisiana, I-49 is already complete between Lafayette in the south and Shreveport in the north.  Two important and expensive segments remain, Lafayette to New Orleans which is expected to cost approximately $2 billion to complete and Shreveport to the Arkansas border which is currently under construction and will be completed in a little more than 5 years with a price tag well more than $500,000.  

In Missouri, work was recently completed on 42 miles of U.S. 71 from Joplin to just south of Pineville near the Arkansas border, upgrading this future segment of I-49 to 4 lanes at federal interstate standards.  This project began in 1993 and cost $252 million.  The last 5.5 miles connecting with Arkansas will cost $46 million.
There are some things that are happening in Arkansas including work to connect I-549 heading south out of Texarkana with the Louisiana border which will connect with the leg heading north from Shreveport.  Discussions are currently being held regarding development of the Bella Vista Bypass in northwest Arkansas that will connect I-540 with the roadway heading south from Joplin in Missouri.  Don’t forget that I-540 connecting Alma at I-40 with Rogers in northwest Arkansas will eventually be part of I-49.
Where Missouri and Louisiana have really jumped out ahead of Arkansas is working with their state legislature to find ways to bring $$$ to the table to represents their states’ 20% match for funding on federal highway projects.  In order to provide our congressional delegation more ammo to go after $$$ in Washington for federal highway projects our state legislature must come up with innovative measures to put dedicated money on the table specifically for I-49.  If we do not have dedicated dollars available for I-49, we will not get our fair share of the next 6 year transportation bill.
A term the Fort Smith Regional Chamber of Commerce has used for years is “Build the Road.”  Perhaps a better term would be to “Fund the Road.”
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