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CAN “E TAKE A RCAD-BUILDING HOLIDAY?

By H. S, Fairbank, Chief, Uivigion of Informetion,
U, 5, Bureau of Publio Roads

To the propossl of a road-bullding holidsy, mere or less
regularly put forward, the first impulse is to say, with the
lswyer whose innooent oclient had been jailed: "It can't be dome.”
With benefit of second thought a less positive assertion sppears
advigable for the same resson that moved the lswyer's client to
retort: "1t has been done.”

Kot that there has been, or is likely to bde at any tine &
complete cessation of all reoad~bullding activity. 7The proposel is
gouarally not quite so sweoping, But there have been at least two
notable trials of what mey be termed a partial holiday, genersally
indulged, experience of which would appeer to justify at least the
nilder assertion that: "It ocan't be deuse without seriously harmful
eoffects, immediate end far resching,”

There are those perhaps, who recall that road building was
held during the Viorld Far to be a "non~sssential" industry, as
such to be allotted the barest stint of labor end materials. lore,
doubtless, remenber the disastrous results of the rosdbuilders’
struggle, #o deprived, to hold none~too-ready road surfaces against
the onslaught of an overwhelming movement of army trucks that was
Dot held to be "nan~essential®, At least ome highwey offiecial,
surveyin; the aftermath of that holida;, was moved to sulmit an
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uncollectible oclain for damages to those at whose behest the holi~
da; was taken,

But, if there are {ew who remember these now historic inci«
demts, there are msany who know that, but for the largess oi the
Federal govermuent we should now be enjoying the similer cmse-
quences of a holiday ordered in the name of retrenchment snd budget
balaneing in the early days of the depressiom. The evil resulis of
that holiday also were quiockly manifest = results that took the
forms of disrupted hijhway en;ineering orgmmisations, iussolvent
cantractors, inactive and almost idle road material and equipment
industries, and snocther large body of out=of-work labor.

All such demage has now appsrently been repaired with the
Federal funds that were poured cut for the purpose, but the retro-
gressive acts of States, counties and cities are in rany instances
uncorrected and will eagain give trouble if and when the rederal
oontributions are materiall; reduced. Abolished property taxes will
be difficult to reimpose. Liverted motor vehicle revenues will be
hard to get back. The habit of letiing George do it will not easily
be broken., Yet nothing is nore certsin thau that, scon or late,
the State and local governments will have to reshoulder their caste
off burdens, For, though, at a price, it is possible to take a
holidey, noc holiday can last for long. And if the true cost of a
road~building hollday were apprecisted there would be few indeed who

would entertain the suggestion,
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Ikhat there sre many who are willing still to entertaln it
means simply that there are many who, inoredible sas it may seem,
still think of highweys as luxuries; who fall utterly to compre-
haod the depsudence of the sodern eoanomic structure on hizwmy
trunsportatian; who have no adoquste grusp of the magnitude of the
investment alresdy made in the highways or of the necessity of
protecting that investmst sgainst the stesdy ercsicn of depreci-
ation axnd cbsoleseendce, It means that there ure many, toc, who
have oo canceptiam of the magnitude of the industrial organiszation
sployed directly and indirectly in the building and maintaining
of the higwmys, or of the serious econmic repercuseions that
must inevitably follow mny disturbance of the normel functioning
of that organization. It means that waxy have no sufficient knowl-
edge of the actuml state of the highwmy system or of the further
Inprovement demmnded by the sxisting traffie; and little or no
undexrstanding of the processes Ly which the present structure has
been oreated and furthar improvements must be effected,

The True Cost of a Romd System
It will generelly be found that those whe aceept the idea

of a reed-building ho.lid-y. Tegard the cost of highways a8 s prioce
to be paid to obtain "good roads”, end not, as it truly is, sn
wmending peyzment to maintain a highway tracspertation service.

¥hen this latter conoceptiom has replaced the former in the senersl
publio mind there will be less talk of roed-bullding holidays.

Until it hes done so it may be expested that the essentisl ommtinuity
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and repularity of the processes ol roadbuilding und meintemance
will be periodically interrupted by changes ~ lrcresses as well es
reductions = in the provision of revenue. snd, ss between the
feast and the famine, in point of their harmful effects, there ls
perhaps little to choose.

it is, therefore, the supreme duty of all who have intimate
knowledse of the necessity of such repular provision fer highway
work to join in making it so widely understood that there will be
in the future no poasibility of the ill-considered legislation,
and arbitrary end unwise tempering with higlway sppropristions and
revenus that have in recent years threatensd the seourity of ame of
the nstion's largest public investmentas. It is for the purpose of
supplyin: the irrefutable faots that are necessar; to counter the
mass of prejudiced oplnion of one shede or snother upon which such
disturbing moticns are taken that the Buresu of Fublic Hoads and
thirty-nine State highwey departments ere now engsged in the most
intensive studies of the highway situation yet underteken. The
oautral objective of these studieg ig the determination of the
miniram ecntinuing cost of meintaining a publicly desirable enc
physically adequate hipghwa progrsa through a future period as long
as the limits of fellible foresight will permit. The minirmr aennual
cost so to be determined will mark the dancer line below which
axnual revenues will be reduced only st the known peril of tangible
loss, snd 1t will set & stendard for the proviszion of tamper=proof

resourcesg for a congervative and business~like hihwen:- proyran, to



which, Af wisdom prevails, the present undependable provisions will
be adjusted,

If there is ir all this an imperstive ring it is not the pre~
sumptuous order of s special interest, but the undeniable demand of

sconaric necessity, affectin; the interest of the public me s wholec

in many wayse

Unavoidable Laintenance Lxpenditures

Sirmplest and best understocd of these iaperative neccs of the
hizlraeys is the need of mmintenance. .6 have mlread: created an
i-proved highway s&ystem that ig subject daily to the wear and tesr
of ordiner; usage by upwards of 26,000,000 motor vericles, and
steadily beat upon by natural forces ihet temd to destroy it. The
neod of a correspondirgly constant waintenance activity tc repair
‘he damcpges thus caused, has came to b- generally apprecisted; and
none but the least prudemt now would risk the inevitable loss that
would occur if there were any fallure to provide the where-withel
Lr continuse “his stitch~-in-time process.

siith inercuce in the mllssge cf coansirdcted roads and in-
orease in tie average sge cf the roads in use, the srmual cost of
meintenence tends to increese. The canstructicn in recent years
of 8 lerge mileage cf the lighter vnd les: costly ty.es of sur-
feces is alsc refleccted in greater .sintenance liebility, In
consequence, a given total of ammual expsnditure, after deduction

of the essentinl maintensnce reserve, leaves less and less for
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construction; and any reduction of the total appropristion means
still further curtsailment of ths constructiom program.

Although it is not generally understood, such reductions in
the funds available for oconstruction, oausing temporary oessation
or even reduction of construction activity below e certein miniwmem
rate, are slso productive of inevitable loss. This is true for the

following reasonse.

Imperetive ieconstruction

The improved roads that now exist have all of them been
built within & period of 30 years or more. Ihese roads, all of
them, within the next 30 years will have to be reconstructed. Same
of the less dureble types will doubtless require pertisl recon-
struction geveral times within such a period, snd as, year after
veoar, the original copstructed miles,e grew, so, year after ysear,
it will come to the need of recomstruction. In the initial im-
provamaent of meny of these roads the work done was deliberately
limited. 4 result was accepted that wus known et the time to be
less than would ultirately be required for campletely satisfactory
service of the traffic, with the definite intentiocn of adding to
the improvememt at a later date as need should dewelop and funds
for the purpose materislize. This is the policy of stege cocn-
struction, well establiched end entirely reascnable., It was
Justified by two circumstences that have surrounded the work of

road improvement during the pioneer period now closin;.
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First, there was the fact that while there was always the
prospect of traffic growth, there was alweys the possibility of
giving adequate temporsry service with m degree of road improve-
ment less than would ultimstely be required.

And, mecond, there was the incentive and necessity to seize
the possibility mentioned in order to extend to s maximm of mile-
age same derree of improvement as quickly ss possible, with the
limited annusl funds the public could bes induced to provide. The
prime need was to "get the traffic through.” Yhen that wes done
it would be time emough to talk about refinement and elaborsticn of
the improvement,

Let it be recorded here that no other course would have given
us the extent of irproved mileape and the degree of rosd service we
now have, Hut it did involve the deferment of construotion obli-
gations that now are reaching maturity.

S0, there is now and will be hemceforth s oertein mmual cone
struction requiresent on the roads already improved; a requirement
to reconstruct as the original improvemant wesrs out, sand a requiree
mant to oamplete an originally partiasl improvement, Ihese require-
mneptg must be met, else we suffer loss as direct and tangible es
that which results from the neglect of maintenance. There is no
poseibilit; of reducing the mmount of this absolutely necessary
work., On the comtrary, there is ever; reason to anticipate an in-
orease, since in the ammuel amount of original construction there

was a year-by-year increase,
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In this work of reconstruction and stage comstruction, that
camnot be avoided, it will be necessary to do more thar merely re-
ostablish worn ocut existing surfaces or upbuild then to grester
strength and adequasy. Fithout concurrence in a recently published
possinmistic appraisel of the velue of the best past efforts of road
builders - an appraisal that must be regarded as legs fortunsts in
its sttaiment of mocuracy than in its sponsorship - it is possible
to see that there have ocourred in the last few years great changes
in the performance sbility of motar vehicles. It is inmpossible to
peglect the obligation that these changes lmpose to correct pionscer
highwey aligrment, to widen ploneer surfrces, to inerease sight
diastences, separste traffic lanes, reduce grades, and to do what=-
ever else may be needed to meke the highweys emply safe for modern

UsagZos

Undenieble New Improvements
411 of which means that, without adding b 80 much as a

single mile to our pregent mileage of improved roads, there will be
need of a construction and maintenance activity in the future at
least a5 sreat as that which charscterized the period just pre-
ceding the deiression. An unremitting, never-ending motivity, it
will have to be, that can be shirked or reduced only et the cost

of direct, tangible loss by depreciation of the existing highway

plant, to say nothing at all of the even greater, but less tangible
losses involved in the decline in adequacy of service to the
tnfﬂc.
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And ~ most assuredly - we heve not yet bullt our last mile
of higlway. Yew, even of the would=be holiday maskers, believe that
we have,

Our surfsced roads now total scmewhat over e miliion udles.
¥e have thought of our total road mileags as in raund figures
3,000,000 Both figures may be considerably altered by the
psasuranents mede in the planning surveys now in pro/ress, Dut
whatever the true figjures prove to be, it is certain that there will
be found to be still a wide margin between the total existing road
pileage and the mileage thus far improved. In that margin thare
will doubtless be found s certain group of the remsining more ussful
secondsry roads which, by even the narrowest test of utility, will
merit improvement. ULow much beyond this point we should or will go
into the improvement of less traveled land-serving roads for gen-
eral econamic and social reapons; how ruuch the mileage of improved
roads will be inoreased by future construction of romds that 4o not
now exist et all, in response to the need of relief for now orowded
main hirhways and the normsl need of new roeds to serve s growing
and possibly redistributed rural population; how much of new mile-
age will be added in belt lines around cltles and in parkways and
special express higiways: These are questions that the future will
have to decida,

But thet, for several years, we sghall continue to inorease
the total of improved roed milesge is a probebility that no coe in
the least famillar with the econonic need and public demend will
deny. 4nd every added mile means s permanant inorease in the mein-
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tenancs mmd reconstruction obligstion orested for the future - u
permepent sdditian to the inescspable anmual cost of the existing
highwsy plaxt,

Proposals for a rosd-building holiday, when they are not
thoroughly dishonest and vicicus, generally exprees the hope that
highwsy expenditure may be reduced, temporarily or permanently, in
order ikat revenues raised for rvad purpcses may be diverted to
other publio uses. Vhomever slse the holiday nay be intemded to
benefit, it rerely, if ever, helds prospect of relief for ths payers
of special motor vehicle and gasoline taxes.

Fras what has preoceded it should be apparent that there ean
never be a permmnext reducsticn of higlmsy expsnditure; that, on
the oontrary, an inoresse must be expected. It should be spparemnt
also that even s temporsry let-down ocan be indulged mly at the
price of ixmediate loss, in oonsequemce of highway depreciation,
and increased future sxpenditure to make good sush loss. In the
regular and timely perfor:anse of needed and umavoidable work lies
the oms possibility of holding the sost of cur higmeays to a mini-
mm; snd such regularity and timeliness oan be achieved omly when
there is sasurance of revenus in the required amount.  In the
dediocation of motor vehiole revammes to highmay purposes there will
be found the principel basis of efficient mnd effective State high-
vay sdministration in the past, snd the vice of current diversions
of suoh revenues to other purposes ls that thay tend to destroy the
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essential proportionality of highwey revemus to imperative highwey
needs. If it be oconoeded, as surely it must, that there is in any
eveut no prospect of reduction of the spooial taxes of road userss;
and if, es this article endeavors to prove, there is an armual cost
of higiwmys that canuot be avolded = a cost that exoeeds the total
yield of road user tsxes at their presemt rates; if these proposi-
tioms be asccepted, then there can be just one reasonable o=
clusion regarding the diversion of motor vehiocle liocemse feos and
gascline texes from the higlwmy uses for which they were originally
imposed end to which thay alonw of all publio imposts bear a
relation of couse end effect. That conclusion is that such di-

versicn is folly; nothing less,

The Publieo ~ The Final Arbiter

Lest it be mistakenly oconcluded, from the emphasis that has
been laid upon the inevitability of highway expenditure, that what
shall be dons upon and to the highways has somehow got beyond
popular control, it should bLe edded that thisz ia not true at oll.
The public will, farmed in the knowledge of public need, is still
the final arbiter of highwey policy. 41l that hss been done to
provide the means of more perfeot highway transportation has been
done in response to insistent public demsnd. Conflicting with
overy past proposal of a road-bullding holiday, thet demand has
oontinued stromg. It continues today in the faoce of willful
diversions and withdrswals of the revenues needed to satisfy it -
divergions a:d withdrewals approved in many cases by the very
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groups that most insisterntly demsnd ineresse of improved higwsy
mileage and soncamitant highway cost. The inccasistency is obwvious.
Like the aversge individusl who is said, thess days, to have two
points of view - the pedestrisn snd the vehicular, the public also
is appsrently of two minds about the highways - of eme mind in its
desire for better and more camplete highway service, and of ancther
when it is asked to pay for the service it wants.

Cbvicualy thia sonfliot of public desires must be reconoiled.
The nserer we approach the final limit of wise investnent in the
hi gmays the more izportant does it beocme that the public be givem
2 reel opportunity to express its will on ths baaig of a full
revelation of the two sides of the ledger,

It is such s revelation of the sxsot progress thusg far
attained in meeting the cssential higiwsy needs, of the further
noads awalting servioe, and of the permsnently oantimuing cost of
moeting the sum totsl of resognized needs, that the State-wide hiphe-
way plamming surveys aim to afford, Thess suxrveys will supply for
the first time precise inowledge of the physical state of the entire
rural higlwey aystea, of the degree of approash to eamplete im-
Peved highway service te rural and urban populstions, of the
volume and charucter of the vehiocular movemmrt over all parts of
the bighwey system and the further highwsy inprovements needed for
the somamioal service of this trufric, of the present finencial
provizion for the meeting of these needs, and of the rebable

ultimate cost of supplying a ocompletely sstisfastory and soonmmically



defensible hilmey service. .Tesentin; both sides of the equation
in terms ag concrete g2 may be possible, and replaciny the inaccu-
rate, sonflicting end often prejudiced beliefs and assumptions

that heve served hitherto sz the only available informsation, it is
hoped thet these surveys may form a foundation upon which may be
erected a constant and emduring highway policy. Through them it is
ezpected that it will be possible to present for public conaidera-

tion the true and inescapable costs of the highweys econmmically

and socially desirable - the costs of these higlways, to have and
as the wise old legal phrase cantinued - to hold. There is in
that enciemt verbiege e very selutary reminder that keeping is
usually & less lightsome affair tiw. getting; and it is a reminder
that cen be heeded with profit in all future decisions respecting
the highways. Giving it heed there may be less of holids eaiety
in emberking upen new wnd untested higimia; obligations and less

thou;snt of holidey respite in holding to those we undertake.



