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INTERREGIONAL HI3H*AIS INDICATED BT STATE-SIDE 
HIGHSAT PLASH HO 3UHVKTS 

By H , S, /airbank, Chief, DiTisloa of Information, 
Public Roads Administration, federal works Agency 

In its report on "TOLL ROADS ADD FHSB ROADS,* which President 

Roosevelt sent to Congress with aa approving message last spring, 

the Public Roads Adninlstratlon advanced a nunber of recommendations 

desoriblag the broad outlines of a waster plan for free highway 

development in the United States, A S one of tha important elements 

ef the plan, bat not by any means the whole plan or evea i t s most 

sssentlal part, the Administration proposed the designation aad con­

st motion of an interregional highway system to Interlace the various 

seations of the country with a network of direct routes, of an 

aggregate length not exceeding one percent of the Nation's total 

road mileage, which would be about 30,000 miles. 

In the same document the Administration reported adversely upon 

the feas ibi l i ty of financing a designated lU,00O-mlle system of trans­

continental highways with direct t o l l s , estleating that the to l l s 

ool lso t lb le would recover less than half the oost of suoh a system 

as a whole in the period prior to i960, beyond which no estimate waa 

attempted. 

Some readers of the report have been troubled by a sseming 

Inconsistency of the to l l road finding with ths recommended construc­

tion of a Mation-wide interregional system more than twice as large, 

as a free f ac i l i t y . "If," they say, "the to l l s co l lec t ib le froa the 

maximum traffic that can be expected oa the 14,000-mile system fa l l 

so far short of paying the oost of that systen, how oan tho 
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sxpendlture of tax revenue b« just if ied for & so-called frao system 

•ore than twice aa large? the aoasy to build the system, wi l l bare to 

bo raited somehow. I f tha road user* von*t pay i t , who wil l?* 

Actually, there Is ao inson*latency between the t o l l road 

finding and the interregional road reeeaaeadatloa. The deficiency o f 

traff ic for self-l iquidation oa the t o l l aystea would be due mainly to 

the Inability of that aystea to attract uaage against the a on peti t ioa 

ef reasonably satisfactory "free" highways and to the impracticability 

of ita use by a large fraction of normal highway t ra f f ic , the trip 

lengths of which are shorter than the essential distance between 

entrances to the t o l l roada. The construction cost of the inter­

regional systen, on the other hand, can be kept within the Ha l t s ef 

road-user tax revenues generated by t raff ic on the system. Of this 

fact there is assurance In the information aaaased by highway planning 

surveys in Ub States; but the clar if icat ion of superficial doubts Is 

met assisted by such discussions as those which have recently appeared 

oa the editorial pages of the magazine "RAILWAY AOS* and their stereo­

type reproductions in a section of the dally press. 

In these discussions the Adnlnistratloa 1* reasonable proposal 

i t made to appear In fantastic guise by a tea-time roagalfloatlon of 

*»e probable coat . The alsInformed editors assane the 20-year coat 

Of a 2a,0Q0-aile interregional system to be between 35 aad **G b i l l ion 

foliar*. By adding Just a few aors b i l l ions their upper figure could 

Properly be assumed as the probable cost of the Sation«s entire street 

o«a highway system during the 20-year period. As aa estimate of the 
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6 est of tho proposed Interregional system only the estimate need* to be 

sealed to about one-tenth of the stated amount. 

The Administration** estimates of the traffio that would use the 

lfe,00O-alle t o l l road systen placed the probable vehlole-nlleage at 

approximately 1.2 percent of th* total usage of a l l rural roads. Tor 

aa Interregional "free* system less than twlos as large i ts estimate 

of probable traffio was more than ten times as great. In this dif­

fers no* between the estimates of prospective traffic for the two systems 

l ies a good part of th* explanation of th* difference between them from 

the standpoint of finanolal feas ibi l i ty . Partly also the explanation 

Is found la the higher per-mlle costs of both construction and operation 

for the to l l road system. 

AS previously stated, the interregional systsa alone Is not 

regarded as a sufficient answer to th* present needs of highway trans­

portation. Its construction would be only on* part of a program of 

systemmatle highway modernisation, th* urgent n*«d of which is showa 

•y the highway planning surveys, on the existing Federal-aid and Stat* 

highways there is much to be done in the easing of sharp curvature; the 

reduction of steep gradients; th* lengthening of short sight-distances; 

the widening of paveaeats, surfaces, and shoulders; the elimination of 

railroad grade crossings} aad th* construction of stronger and more 

iurable bridges with ampler horlsontal and vert ical clearances. In 

aad near oi t ies and town* there are needed arterial streets, bypasses 

•ad belt lines that are not included In the rather restricted inter­

regional system that has beea proposed. Then, too, there is s t i l l aa 
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Important Job to too done to *ff*ot a really *ystemmatic Improvement of 

seeoadary aad faodor roads, properly integrated with the primary system, 

aad extended to the economically feasible l imit , la order to bring the 

benefit* of improved road service a* closely as possible to th* horn** 

ef th* rural population. 

Ia the great aass of factual data which th* planning surveys have 

sollected there is evidence of th* n**d of a l l these classes of improve* 

aent» aad there Is also Information necessary for their adequate planalag 

ia detai l . The place aad kind of each needed Improvement can be deter­

mined, tne traffio that wi l l benefit by each can be estimated. The 

probable costs of *aeh can be coaputed within reasonably approximate 

l imits, and ther* can thus be integrated for each c i ty , each county, 

each State and for the country as a whol*, a schedule of the additional 

street aad highway Improvements needed to correct , in the next 20 years, 

toe obvious deficiencies and inconsistencies of pioneer Improvements 

effeeted la the last 20 years. 

I f in the next score of years we are actually to produce a high­

way system improved la Its various parts In essential balance with the 

respective traffio needsj i f we are to do so eff ic ient ly , and without 

•anger of excessive and Insupportable total aad continuing cost , then 

It Is high time that we set about such a scheduling of the improving 

operations, te oaa hold these operations ia total within aay dssirable 

l i a l t s of oost . The total revenues to be taken from the pocketbooks 

ef taxpayers caa be kept within aay agreed maximum limits . The tax 

col lect ion can be continued at the present ratss, i f that is desired. 
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aad u aorrostioa of tho presently lneemaletent lwp rev •want o f tha 

hl£&«&y system a«n In time e* effected, ftmt *uea a r a suit jaaaet 

aa attained unless tha available ravens**, **hat*»sr tha/ aa/ be, *re 

a l lo t tad to %a© v*ri**aii mrta of Uu* *i«ol« atroat aad highway system 

la atrlat jreuertloa to to* dat«rnla*d laprovaaaat iwads ef the 

several p*r**j thl»« therefore, ebeuld se a fir*t oftjeetlve o f 

future hl^h»a/ pi ana lag. 

*hat tale aeaaa ia ttet »<? htv* p<ut*«d tm* tine vton U.* 

pleaalag of lap rove meat* of the primary ratal htgia-a/s oeuld r#«ssan­

ely se eeaalaered apart froa the lavreveaeut of tin fa t i e r rauU of 

tae r*rol system, aoU oeth of tbeee without r*«*rl to the aad 

slant for a l t / street** -«* fe»v# *a*«d the tie* when e«ea / ea r ' s 

aoastruotiea program en street* or highways eoald reasonably be pre­

pared without ooasslous relation te the ultimate objectives of a 

gsaeral long-time plan, for tea d«velo?acat of eaea testlea o f tea 

whole street and highway ayatea lUara should *• a definite previa lea 

of the aoaditioa te se achieved vitala a period of 10 or 20 /ears; 

aad ever these s*v*r»*l partial pl^ns, to maintain a seasIsteat aad 

reaeea**le relatlom between thsa there Is a*ed of a master plaa. It 

la suab a master ylaa that ts suggested l a broadest out l i a s l a the 

report o f tha Quelle Eoada idalaii trat loa oa TOIL uMli IHaa 

eOal^, aad U ^ a ^ part o f suoh a master plea that the proposed 

eea*tractlea o f Interregional algawuys ahauld ae considered. 

la i t s report te 3oegre*a the Cala i s tratloa presented a map 

• f a 26,700-atl* system, walea i t had tentatively designated after 
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consul tatloa with the War Departsent aad a l l State highway departments. 

That ayst*a, after further study, has beea slightly reTleed aad sxtsnded 

to fore the systsa indicated in Figure 1, which includes approximately 

2 9 , 3 1 5 al ias . 

Ths ased for the designation of this system or some reasonable 

•edification of i t is ths present need for adequate arterial highways 

directly connecting ths principal cities of the country. The existing 

mala highways. In aost Instances do not provide such connections. 

Resulting froa ths joining of Improvements sxtsnded outward from adja­

cent towns, their course between the larger cities is often quite 

Circuitous; and, superiaposed upon suoh major deviations, their 

alignment suffers from ths complacency with which local Indirection 

was accepted la the earlier pioneer period of road Improvement, In 

order to avoid the costs and delays of acquiring the new rights-of-way, 

aad overcoming the physical obstacles necessary for the projection of 

•tralghter courses. 

It is not the transcontinental traffic that demands the pro-

vis ioa of such a system. If there Is one fact that the plaaalag 

surreys have demonstrated aore dear ly than another It is the fact 

that traffic of transcontinental range Is now, and always will be a 

very smell part of tha total of a l l traffic on say highway. The 

traffic which the proposed system is designed to serve Is that 

important traffic that now is moving dally from ono large city to 

••other, and from one general region of the country to another. 

Generally the trip lengths of this trafflo are aaaaursd la ths 
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hundreds rather than ia the thousands of miles; out i t la nevertheless 

a traffio that la quit* distlnot in its characteristics and d*nands 

frost th* local t raff ic that foras the bulk of the total on most of 

the existing primary highways. It 1* a traffio that mow** by day-long 

stag**, aad pressing each day toward an evening object ire i t moves at 

a rate that is invariably well above the speed of th* local traffio 

with waloh i t Is intermixed on the existing road*. It Is a traffie 

that is Impatient of the delays imposed by the necessity of frequent 

passage through small towas on the present highways, and reluctantly 

r*duc*s Its open road speed to the lower limits which considerations 

sf safety suggest as essential for the town street*. It Is a traffio 

that la vary large proportion has its origins or destinations, either 

ultimately or temporarily in the principal c i t i e s ; aad i t demands, 

therefor*, satisfactory fac i l i t i e s for entrance into and exi t from 

such c i t i e s without annoying delays by traffio congestion. 

Heeded for the service of aa important peace time t raff ic 

already developed, such an Interregional system would also constitute 

the major arteries of th* group of roads that would bear the oruat of 

tike augmented Industrial traffio and military aovements in the treat 

of a war in the national defense, Moreover, such military neoessity 

Is l ikely in the future to appear less as a remote contingency aad 

acre as an ever present and important basis of highway design, simply 

bsoauie our Increasingly mechanised army will Inevitably appear more 

frequently on the highways in i ts practice maneuvers. An in portent 



• • • • « • t r a t l o a of what nay se expected w i l l se afforded ay too larga-

sea le e**ettv*ra tent are scaedaled t o oo o cadi wit ad t a i * winter l a the 

I setae ra s t a t e s . 

ffaj f l r a t character i s t i c o f tao Interregional ayatee, des lree le 

a l i k e froa a l l l t a r y , eoenealo, a e e U l , aad racraatlaaal palate o f view, 

lo that 1% abal l eeaaect ay eearses aa d i re s t aa pract icable tho 

senatry *• pr incipal centers a f papalatlea aad ladaatry . Ia addlt laa 

I t la des iraale that tha rentes of too systea sna i l peaetrate centra l ly 

l a ta every s l g a l f l e a n t reg ie* of tha Uaited States aad provide l a eaefc 

eeea reglea oearvealeat points of departure a t walea I t any discharge 

aaa take oa tho burden of leac-range t r a f f l o aa laa I t « U 1 aaaiaaiaata 

f ree reglea to ra f laa , that tao teata t lve ly aaa lgaated ay* tea aeet* 

taoao ree*iree*nt* with a aaa oaoooaa la ahowa ay tha lat taaey of I ta 

eesee lat loa l a looattoa with the greatest eoaaeatimtlea* of pepulntlea 

l a the a*p reproduced aa f igure 2 . 

I t l o act proposed that amah aa ia terreg ieaal ay*tea be aawly 

eeeatrueted threagaout, separate froa ex i s t ing routes l a a l l I ta 

eeet lea*. Oa the contrary, tao ayatea aa u l t imate ly developed eaenld 

t salado to the greatest pract icable degree ex i s t tag reads aa the ir 

saae taa t la l l y aaehanged loea t l eaa , aad saeuld laeerperate to tao 

f e l l o e t exteat tao laprersweats that hare previously seen auade oa seek 

reeds, the degree to walea I t w i l l be praatloael* to a t l l l s e ex i s t lag 

M a d sec t ions , he*ever, w i l l vary aoaatderasly l a d i f f eren t parte of 

the ooaatry. 



Ia tha populous oast aad vast ooast regions, and In tho north-

sastsra section of tha nountry, a nuabsr of factors oonduo* to a 

proSabla necessity for th* construction of aaay sections of th* systsm 

oa new location, among such factors ara th* d o s s proximity of small 

towns that should bs bypassed,aad th* excessITS curvature of th* • l i s t ­

ing routes, many of which war* durably constructed in their pr«s*at 

locations befor* th* speed of motor vehioles bad bssa so inoreaa*d as 

to aaks them th* loci of hasards they bay* since boooas. Other oondi-

tloa* similarly conducive to the choice of new locations in these more 

papulous sections are the fact that rights-of-way of the existing 

primary routes ara t h e r e predominantly the narrowest possible, and 

the further fact that accretion* of road-bordering property Improvements 

reader sxcessively expensive and destructive acquisition of the wider 

aad straighter land strips now required. 

in other sections of the country thes* conditions, common in 

the mors populous regions, are not present to anything i lk* the same 

degree. Sxistlng highway locations in these other section* conform 

ansa more oloaely to the requirements of modsra vshlol* speed*, aad 

existing 2-laa* surfaces are s t i l l adequate for the developed traffio 

aad will long continue so. Indirection In these seotlons of the 

eeuntry is found mainly where what should be straight diagonal routes 

aom follow stairstepwise the existing roads located on the border* of 

Vsotaagular land seotlons. 

•1th the close aad helpful cooperation of a l l State highway 

sopartwants, the Public Roads administration has gathered the various 
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facta which indicate tha general conditions prevailing at present on 

the existing roads which approximate the various seotlons of the 

tentatively proposed interregional system, aoute by route, the 

information compiled gives the width of right-of-way and surfaced 

width of the existing roads at a l l points, th* physical character of 

the surface, tha present existcue* of *xc*s*iv* curvature and gradient 

aad significantly short sight distance, and th* annual rat* of fatal 

accident occurrence per hundred million vehicle-alle* of t ra f f ic , For 

each section the present average daily volum* of traffic ha* been com­

piled in total aad as subdivided into passenger vehioles and trucks 

aad local and "foreign** traffio In each State. This Information 

already compiled as to the roads and road surfaces, 1* now being sup­

plemented by information la similar detail with respect to th* existing 

bridges, which wil l include the design rating of each bridge, i t s safe 

load limitation in its present state. Its vertical and horizontal 

•learaaces, and magnitude and frequency of th* c r i t i ca l gross loads 

aad axle loads to whioh i t is currently subjected. 

Figure 3 shows the manner In which the data regarding roads 

aad road surfaces are recorded on condensed straight-line diagrams 

for each section of th* studied routes; aad Figure H gives a graphical 

twma&ry of the conditions found to exist at present on the existing 

roads approximating the location of the proposed interregional system, 

a brief study of this latter graph wi l l show how erroneous would be 

th* conception of such a systsm as a network of uniformly d**igned 



thoroughfares, area in this group of Important highways, composed 

generally of roads which ar« among ths most heavily traveled of their 

respeatITS regions, i t wil l be seen that a large percentage of the 

mileage serves a present traffio averaging less than 500 vehioles per 

2fe-hour days aad a relatively small percentage oarrise more than 

1 0 , 0 0 0 vehioles per day. But i t Is olear that the vide range of 

traffio volume ca l l s for a variation in the design of road fac i l i t i e s 

sf somewhat similar soope. 

The greatest disparity between present phyalaal capacity aad 

traffio requirement is shown to exist in the analysis of the right-

of-way situation. The greater right-of-way width now available where 

traffio le l ightest , as shown in one part of the graph, refloats the 

relative narrowness of the old eastern rights-of-way on heavily 

traveled roads and the ampler widths of tha acquired land strips In 

other sections where traffio is l ighter. Existing surfaces of 2-lane 

width, shown to exist uniformly where average traffio Is less than 

3 ,000 vehicles per day, are reasonably consistent with traff io require­

ments, but the average width of pavements serving traffio of greater 

volume does not increase as largely as It should with increase la the 

traffio volume. 

The general classif icat ion of surface types as between the two 

general classes represented confirms the average wisdom of type 

selection employed la the construction of the existing roads. But 

tha conditions of curvature and sight dlstance again show the greater 

seed of modernisation that exists on the mora heavily traveled sections 

sf the system. 
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The traffio volumes used as tha baas of ths graphical summary 

prassntad In Figure * ara those observed at present on the existing 

reads approximating the location of the proposed routes. The designa­

tion of these roads as links In an interregional systsm and the 

improvement of the system consistent with the purposes of i ts desigaa-

tiea would draw to these roads an access of traffio over their present 

usage; and where the new routes are constructed on new locations the 

increase that would result from this cause would offset the loss of 

local t ra f f ic . The volumes of traffie now using existing roads approxl-

mating the location of various parts of the systsm is shown In Figaro 5 

by the width of the darker traffio bands representing the system, 

against a background of the lighter bands representing the traffio use 

sf other existing primary high*ays of the United States. 

The facta here briefly presented Indicate that the proposed 

systsm, Intelligently improved, would not conform to the somewhat 

popular picture of a traasoontlnental boulevard network of uniform 

and highly expensive construction. But this does not meaa that the 

standard of design should not be consistently high In a l l eleaents 

having a bearing on the safe aad oonvenleat service of t raff ic moving 

at the high speeds that aay he expected to prevail on such a system. 

The Public Roads Administration has suggested that curvature be 

Halted to 3 degrees and gradients to 3 percent wherever possible. 

Twelve-foot surface laaes, sight distances extended to the greatest 

sxteat oonsistsnt with reasonable economy, and l iberal cr i ter ia for 

the widening of surfaces from 2 to k and more lanes are also among 
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the standards by vol ah tha relative adequacy of tho exit ting roads 

approxlmating tha system is now being tested* 

The results of such tests, as previously suggested, show that 

the greater needs of modernisation and also of improved directness of 

oanneotlon exist ia those parts of th* system that are at present the 

mors heavily traveled, aad greatest need of improvement i s found to 

exist la the most important metropolitan areas. It is in these areas, 

accordingly, that the f i rs t improvements should logica l ly be under­

taken; aad in them, as a matter of fact, they are already being planned 

aad earned out by looal aad State Ini t iat ive, aa instanced by the 

aerrltt Parkway in Connecticut, the ioroester Turnpike in Massachusetts, 

ths Henry Hudson Parkway in Mew Tork City, the Pulaski Skyway la sew 

Jersey, the Improvement of U 3 route Uo in Delaware aad Maryland, the 

Oaloago-Milvaukee highway and other recently constructed fac i l i t i e s 

la other parts of the oountry. a number of such road sections would 

be Incorporated in the proposed Interregional system without substantial 

•haage of their present location. But even some of these roads would 

reealre further improvement by the widening of pavements, the separation 

of grades at highway aad railway intersections, aad by the easing of 

serves and grades aad the lengthening of sight distances. 

Most aeeded and certainly most expensive of the Improvements 

>*eulred are those that should be effected aa promptly aa posslbls la 

•estions of th* interregional system immediately approaching aad 

extending through the largest c i t ies of the country. On such sections 

tas Improvements in many aaaee should provide for limitation of access 
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t a %1M oxprsas roadways with l a t e r a l s srv lae roads, aad taa fr*<iaea«7 

• f ara**lag af other highway* a l l l a*oe**ltat* ia* seaatraet lea of the 

la terr«g lonal rout* as e i ther a o*pr**sea or elevated a r t e r y . ?eaa 

«ea»trnot l ea , aeeetaar l ly expeaeiTe, i s y e t viewed aa s f greater 

nrgeaay thaa taa s tap ler required laproweaeat* of the system, aad i t 

was th i s T I S W that preapted the Puhlie aoaos Adaia is trot tea t o eu«c**t 

the provision of aaaae ay whioh th* federal Oavoraaoat 0 0 * 1 4 laad preapt 

aad large f inancia l a id t s tha s tate* aad a l t l e e , • * pa*tal ly * • * th* 

s H s t a a s a t o f th* ezpsaaiwe right*-of-way required, the eat* parpeee 

i s %hs e l e c t i v e s f ldaa t laa l s i l l s lntrodao«d a t th* l a s t s s s s l s a af 

Osagrsss ay S*aator Hajriea of *r l«oae aad ie preventative Oartwrlgat a f 

lilWsasaii, whioh woald authorise th* aeeoaatraettea Unease Oerperetiea 

t e Ih*) aoaar acee*eary hoth for laad a s q a l a l t l s a aad osas tros t loa * l thor 

i l r s a t l y or through taa agaaey of taa Ooewalseloeer of Publio toads, 

these h i l l s ara oartaia to h* th* suejeet o f dissuasion aad 4*sat* l a 

th i s year** Osa«r«s*loaal **s*loat aad aa* way or another ths etttesa* 

• f taa ooaaidaratisa they w i l l receive i s 1 I t a l y to a* a f i r s t stop 

toad** taa laprovaaout of such a systssi a f Interregional routes as has 

awe* gaaaraliy deaerlaed l a this a r t l s l * . 


