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What's the significance of the Mississippi Road Builders Association electing you as their first female president?

Being elected by my peers to lead this association is a privilege and honor, and recognition of my work for the association through the years. I take my role very seriously and am committed to tackling the important issues that impact our association's work to improve Mississippi's roads and bridges. That's really the most important thing.

What's the mission of the MRBA? Who are the state's road builders?

Simply, it is serving our members by promoting the building and maintenance of our roads and bridges throughout 
   the state to exemplary standards. The original objectives dating from the founding of Road Builders in 1937 included establishing an ongoing highway program, encouraging cooperation among contractors, representing contractors to public officials and state and federal agencies along with assisting contractors in achieving organizational efficiency.

Our members are all contractors involved in building and maintaining the state's roads and bridges. Also, it includes 
   our associates that supply our contractors with materials, equipment, financial and professional advice. For example, I am president/owner of Atwood Fence Company in Kosciusko, but our name is really a misnomer. We started out 
   as a fencing company, but now Atwood is strictly a specialty highway construction company installing guardrails, interstate signs and roadway signs.

What's the impediment to improving Mississippi's road and bridge infrastructure?
   Funds, particularly in a down economy, are very hard to come by. The cost of building and maintaining roads 
   has risen significantly in materials, equipment, fuel and wages - basically the overall cost of doing business. 
   The last time the federal government addressed the fuel tax (called "user fee") was in the early 1990s. In Mississippi, 
the late 1980s was the last time the fuel tax user fee was adjusted. There is no silver bullet and many different options could be considered.

What's on the 2011 legislative agenda for MRBA?

One of the highlights in my term as president was the Legislature approving a $300 million bond bill last session that will hopefully start making its way to needed projects across the state later this fall.

This being an election year, I would say protecting the fuel tax user fee would be a priority. Road and 
bridge funds collected through the user fee always come under attack because there is the temptation to use it for other purposes. In previous years these funds have been raided to shore up the state budget, but we should remember the Legislature enacted Miss. Code 27-55-1 (the excise fuel tax) stating that all monies collected through this tax shall be used exclusively for the betterment of Mississippi's surface transportation system.

Road builders are companies that employ a few people up to hundreds, so legislative issues allowing these businesses to operate and flourish will also be of concern.

What was your path to leading the MRBA?

I believe the path that led to me being president of the Road Builders was created by my involvement with the association since 1972, not just being a member, but by participating in every aspect of the MRBA. I have served on the board for many years; I have participated and led several committees. I brought the Construction Career Fair program to Mississippi, which has introduced more than 10,000 students across the state to the highway construction industry. I believe being at the helm of my company and working for the contractors all over the state has also been

part of that path leading to my presiding over MRBA.

Who has been the most influential person in your life and why?

First, I would have to say my parents. They taught me that I could do anything that I desired early in life. They showed me as I grew under their influence that honesty and hard work was the way to a happy and successful life. I would have to include my four daughters, son, and grandchildren as people who still influence me. They make me want to be an example to them and therefore a positive influence in their life. Since I started in this business at the age of 23, there are several contractors that I have watched over the years leading their companies, who do not know that they have influenced me in my career.


How should the taxpayers fund road and bridge construction?

We believe the fuel tax is, in the truest sense, a user fee since the individual makes a decision to use 
roads and bridges. This is one of the most fair taxes or fees. The question then becomes how much should the fee be? Studies have shown that people do not mind paying additional costs for transportation infrastructure as long as they know it will be spent on infrastructure.

Our state's methods may vary because of our rural nature. Other more populous states can rely on toll 
roads. They also have public/private partnerships which incorporate private funding. Those ventures 
require a lot of traffic and limited choices to the particular destination. All in all, we are blessed in 
Mississippi not to have problems that more populated areas have.

How should Mississippi prioritize road and bridge infrastructure improvements? Who should be a part of that conversation?

Safety should be at the top of the list. Other factors should include congestion and economic development. Often the three of these go hand in hand. Many times though, politics enters that circle and that is what should be scrutinized. During every legislative session where roads and bridges is a topic, legislators do their job by promoting their individuals districts. That is why they are sent to the Capitol in the first place.

What are the greatest challenges facing the road building industry?

Currently, 40 percent of Mississippi's major roads are rated in poor or mediocre condition, and 17 percent of the state's bridges are rated structurally deficient. I believe funding is the number one challenge. Without proper funding, our roads and bridges can't be repaired. The highways on which goods move make our existence possible become more worn out and make the cost of moving these goods more costly. Finding ways to fund these repairs and build new routes to ease congestion is a great challenge.

Will President Obama's proposed new stimulus package for infrastructure address those needs?

No. Infrastructure was the main buzzword around election time two years ago. Yet infrastructure, 
including roads and bridges, accounted for less than 4 percent of the stimulus spending in Mississippi.
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