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She trend o f highway taxation i a the United States s ince the 

Beginning o f the present century has proceeded far a lon$ ft course 

frost complete support by taxation o f land o r o f peop le as res idents 

on the land to complete support V users o f the highways. I t i s not 

& new trend, the same course has been fo l lowed repea tedly i n t h i s 

and other conn t r i e s i n e a r l i e r times; and In each r e p e t i t i o n has 

coste eventual ly to a po in t e f stoppage o r r eve r sa l . 

I t i s an in te res t ing specula t ion whether in those modern daye 

we are not once more approaching such a poin t o f stoppage, I f not o f 

r eve r sa l . Both h i s t o r i c a l analogy and the fundamental economic 

r e l a t i o n "between the demand f o r highway improvement and i t s cos t 

argue that we say he . 

One who reaenbero how h i#waye were administered in th i t 

country f o r t y years ago w i l l f ind a remarkable l ikeness i a the concept 

o f the highway funct ion which preva i led in England in the sixteenth 

century. Beferr lng to that pe r iod , Charles t, Bearing, in a Brookings 

Ins t i tu t ion pub l i ca t ion , 1 1 American Highway Pol icy ,* 1 says that . 

*?or acre than two centur ies , the p r o v i s i o n o f road f a c i l i t i e s was 

governed hy a s t a t i c concept o f the highway funct ion . * He explains 

that individual and governmental o b l i g a t i o n s toward highways were 
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considered to be dleeharfied when th© p u b l i c roads were &ai&tained 

according t o "customary standardsM by par ish a u t h o r i t i e s , under whose 

j u r i s d i c t i o n ths highways came, fh l e meant, genera l ly , merely 

keeping them f ree o f v i s i b l e obs t ruc t ions . 

With the growth o f mercantil ism, he adds, such a concept 

proved untenable l a the absence o f e ther means o f land t ransportat ion, 

and ae a r e s u l t a "dynatalc" concept began to gain f avo r . Hi^tway 

t r a f f i c increased and t rave le rs began to demand b e t t e r roads without 

f e e l i n g any o b l i g a t i o n t o pay f o r them, f h l e a t t i t ude natural ly 

caused renentiaent on the part o f the res ldente o f areae through 

which the new t r a f f i c f lowed, and ae a r e su l t r e e t r i e t i o n e upon, and 

p roh ib i t i ons against i t appeared. 

flhia impossible f i tuat ion gave r i s e to an innovation in the 

f i e l d o f highway t ransportat ion, the turnpike eospaayj the appointed 

task o f which was to make the improvements that t r ave le r s demanded 

with revenues e o l l e o t e d from the t rave le rs in t o l l f o r the i r nee o f 

the roads . But the new devloe proved to be far frost an unqual i f ied 

success . I t never provided anything approaching an adequate system 

o f highways, f o r not more than 20 percent o f the t o t a l road mileage 

o f .TSngland was over Included in the turnpike sys tem She other 60 

percent o f roads were managed as they had been b e f o r e , and remained 

s t i l l i n the ease deplorable oond i t lon . Moreover, when the t o l l s f o r 

the turnpike roade were made high enough to provide adequate funds f o r 

the i r eonetruet lon and maintenance, the t rave l ing pub l l e r e b e l l e d , 

and I s some Instances t roop* had to be o a l l e d upon to «piell the 

dis turbances. 
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-tarly AB»netta experieno* repeated the Kegiieh exaaiplo. In 

Oeloniftl dnyi ni l rurftl rond n4»lnielrntl0n v»a * iocnl affair . 

Bond* were supported-fcytaxes on jwropey ty, and capitation taxes. 

Vhesctaxes could generally be "workad out", and as a result many 

*a«al g o v e r a m e n t s , * * s p * n s * b l * s e l d o m r«**ivcd 

appreciable amount* *f cash* fork, *m the roads was. done largely ny 

labor Md«r ana,t«ur s u f f r v t e l o n x . . ^ ^ i . ^ t t l i ^ ^ ^ M , 

the re^ds of C^lonlftl d*ya varied only f t m bad to worue to linassm>le. 

In America AO 3&gl*md» the same eenditione produced the 

•ASM remedy .- th* turnpike twmpany. Jut in A*erio# the new. device 

was not adopted until th* Colonies England had bmcone the United 

Statee of Aderioa, and ^h« keenly realised necessity of better mean* 

of oo&flKmiantlQn between the new severe ly States. In order to form 

"a more perfect union," was here a powerful incentive to adoption 

« f th* turnpike devise. 

I t 4* clemr that th* franers of the Constitution foresaw the 

necessity of b<>ter highways J*Ulng th* State* than local means 

Would; fupply t *ndv,th*y; j f l ^ ^ 

JTedwral flovernaenft would supply th*nj for ans of the powers delected 

by the States under ^ho Constitution to that government was the sower 

•o "build post offloat and peit roada," 

doubtloifi, for the men who wroto ^ * Q*n»Htft4on term 

*pofit road 8 had a somewhat different, ae*nln« thej» i t has come to have 

fo* us* It had not for ihea in the same degree that i t has for us 

th* connotation of a road over which the wail Is transported. It 



Meant ra ther a road on which there would he "posts* o r s ta t ion* -

overnight ha l t ing p l aces f o r t rave lers staking long journey a. Shore 

would be no need f o r such s poe te* an the l o c a l community roads . 

SPhey would he provided on ly on the roads over which long Journeys 

were made. So to the "founding f a t h e r s 3 the tern "poet road* probably 

had such the same meaning that the terms Hraain* o r "through" highway 

have f o r ue . Perhaps the nearest modern counterpart ©f what they had 

in wind would he our numbered U. 8. highway*. Cer ta in ly , the *pests" 

would serve in one o f t he i r various funct ions as p l a c e s f o r the 

de l i ve ry and recept ion o f m i l , but that would be on ly one o f the i r 

functions - to be discharged by a government "peat o f f i c e , " and the 

"posts" d id not take thei r na»o f roa the i r discharge o f th is func t ion . 

Instead - the function took i t s untie from tho "pos t s .* 

Perhaps i t was expected f roa the beginning that the Federal 

Oovernneat would accomplish the cons t ruc t ion o f the "post roads" by 

I t s e l f adopting the methods o f the turnpike companies. At l eas t we 

know that the only substant ia l ea r ly undertaking under the State -

delegated f e d e r a l power was intended to employ p r e c i s e l y those methods* 

I need not remind you that t h i s me the National £oad, but X do want 

you to observe that th i s road was in character o f the kind that would 

proper ly have been regarded as a 8 p o e t road, * I t was a long main 

highway which was intended to s t re tch from Cuaberlend in Maryland, 

where I t extended a p r i va t e ly b u i l t turnpike from Baltimore, to 

St . Louie. And i t s popular muse - der ived from the niaaner o f i t s 

Intended f inancing * was the Cumberland Pike, 
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fhat the Cumberland Pike was not completed to i t s intended 

des t ina t ion a t St . X>oul» was due to one o f the major events o f our 

t ransportat ion h i s t o r y * the crofting o f the r a i l r o a d s . And something 

o f the meaning o f t h i s event to the peop le upon whom i t dawned w i l l 

be understood when i t I s r eca l l ed that they expected that the grade 

o f the nat ional Bond f r o * the Indiana Idne to 8 t . Louis would be 

completed as a ra i lway. Undoubtedly they thought o f the railway -

they and t he i r ch i ldren f o r years afterward thought o f i t - aa the 

successor and displ&csr o f the long-d is tance highway - the "post road" 

o f the new day. 

We can compress the h i s t o r y o f American roads during the next 

hal f -century in to very few words. Shey gradually returned to a s ta te 

not widely d i f f e r en t frost that o f the s ixteenth century English roads 

already do s c r i bed . !£he same "s ta t i c* concept prevailed* In the i r 

administration they became s imi la r ly the s o l e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f l o c a l 

government; and f o r t he i r f inancing they came to depend l ikewise 

upon "property" and p o l l taxes s o l e l y . 
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H I s surpr is ing that the American paaple , p a r t i c u l a r l y the farmers, 

put up with th© conditions that developed as long a s they did. Jfsar the close 

o f the nineteenth century American rural highways and American thinking about 

highway© ware f a r behind the highways and thought o f most European coun t r i e s , 

fhe time was r i p e f o r an upheaval and befora the century was ended that upheaval 

began to make i t s e l f f e l t . 

At tent ion muet be d i rec ted to the f a c t that although th i s upheaval began 

about the t ine that the automobile became commercially practical the advent of 

the automobile had nothing t o do wi th I t s i ncep t ion . 2hls l e a poin t of ten 

Hiesad by thoee who attempt to analyse trends in highway administrat ion and 

f inance, 

She ag i t a t ion f o r b e t t e r rural roads crystallised In the l a s t decade o f 

the nineteenth century in to the "&eod roads Bovea»nt H , which poseetteed many of 

the ©haraeter ie t ies o f a "cause" such as the American public occasionally adopts 

with something akin t o r e l i g i o u s f e r v o r , there was not complete agreement l a 

the thinking o f the proponents o f good roads* #or example, some favored central

isation o f road administration while ether* did n o t . However, there was more or 

lee* complete agreement on oertain points* 71ret, the administration o f the 

road function should be placed i n the hands o f t echn ica l ly competent personnel , 

fteooadt roade should be classif ied according to uee ae a bas i s for determining 

how they should be administered and supported* fhird* the roads should be toll** 

free, 

I t ret observed resu l t s o f the new movement ware tendencies toward a general 

rteuirsment that road taxes be pa id l a cash instead o f being worked o u t . t e x t , 

«*me evidences o f a tendency to contrail ae c o n t r o l o f a t l ea s t the «ore-important 

reade. fh la permitted store widespread employment o f t eohn iea l ly trained personnel 
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to supervise road adninlstmtloii, h l i t t l e later a few of the States began 

to provide a id s o f one kind o r another t o the l o c a l uni ts f o r road construc

tion and maintenance. Finally, the St&te* began the assuspt len o f d i r e c t 

control ove r the sa in rural road sys t evs . &Xeng with these last-nnntionsd 

Innovations cane off ic ial r ecogn i t ion by State gsveranente o f in* benefits 

which a systen o f highways confe r s upon s o c i e t y *s * whole ever and above the 

benefits conferred upon those whose hones* faros* or places of busintse are 

d i r e c t l y served by these roads . 

St wan during the l a s t decade of the nineteenth century that the actor 

v e h i c l e sta&s I t s &pp«aranc® on the A f r i c a n ac«ne m a potential / a c t o r i n 

the action*s X&nd transportation fac i l i t i e s . However, the aunbe? In use prior 

to 1900 was insignificant. In 1 8 9 9 , f o r exnnple, less than h.OOO vehicles 

*ere ^ n u f a c t u r e d . % 19i*i #mass production" nethoda had been brought to auoh 

«- relatively hi^h stage of perfection that I t was possible to manufacture over 

half a Million Motor vehicles i n that year! 

However, I t d id not take State and l o c a l govsr?&@nt&X o f f i c i a l s so long 

to recognise th&t thn nutoMoMXc w&s going t o bocoste **a inport&nt adjunct to 

American s o c i e t y , nor to r e a l i s e %7m% i t was a l s o £olttj* to roqulro regula t ion 

and that i t *tl&ht mm beeo&o A l uc ra t i ve source o f gDverun^ntai revenue* $he 

f irst State «otor~vehlcl« registration l*w became effective in lev York In X90X. 

Other States rapidly fo l lowed and by 19X7 States had en&eted State reg i s t ra 

tion laws* In a nuaber o f cases the registration feos Assessed were purely 

noninal and vers intended to pay only the costs of regulating the use of the 

Motor vehicles, Sowever, in a fa* States early recognition was given to the 

ItoeeiblUty of assessing against *©tor»-v©hieie owners a part of the cost of 
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bui lding and maintaining Ilia improved systems o f roads tH&t wsre being dea&nded* 

His divergence o f theas vie*? point* i s Sndle&ted when i t I s considered that In 

J$iJ tha range o f average aotot<~v«hlele--registration f ees charged was fr©» 

•sBiwhat less than 50 cents to mere than £3 do l l a r s per vehicle r eg i s t e r ed . 

Definitely, by 1916, the nedern American rev iva l cf the "dynaaic" 

concept o f highway adssinletrmtlon had heoona established, and i t s establishment 

was s igna l i sed hy a renewal o f the two condi t ions that e a r l i e r , both here aad 

abroad, Had been i t s p r inc ipa l d i s t inguish ing o&rk* * a renewal of the taxat ion 

of fond u se r s , and a renewal of the ht4$tway in te res t s o f the super lor govern-

ftents. 

I t was i n 19X& that the federa l -a id 8oad Act was passed* % i t s passage 

the federa l government reeognixed that ce r t a in rural highways conferred benefits 

that were wore than l o c a l in character, even store than s tatewide In character, 

ttliA that such bene f i t s should be paid f o r , in part a t l eas t* by others than 

those whoso land was d i r e c t l y served by these reads* $h* Ac t a l s o provided an 

inpstus f o r the s ta tes to sat up State highway departments wi th authori ty to 

build and oaint&ln rural highways in add i t ion to the research and advisory 

reactions that nany States had there tofore assuned. A f i n a l Important feature 

Of tho Act was that no t o l l s were to be charged f o r the use o f any highway b u i l t 

With Federal-aid fund a, 

federa l l e g i s l a t i o n which broadened and strengthened the p rov i s ions o f 

ft* Yod»ral~ald Act fol lowed within a few y e a r s . Most iatportant o f the early 

•ots was the Federal Hi#way Act o f 1921, because I t provided f o r the designa

tion within each State o f a s p e c i f i c system o f highways o f prlaary inportaaoe 

*Nn which a l l regular *V*dernl~aift funds were to be spent. 
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1 9 1 6 federal a ids have ployed sin Important r o l e In State-highvay 

f inance . In tho regular f o r « » they to ta l ed about 7 5 m i l l i o n de l l a ro i n 1 9 2 1 , 

wore about 155 M i l l i o n d o l l a r s In 1 9 3 1 * and nearly ljo Million d o l l a r * in 19*1. 

In addit ion^ ad.va»eos o f Po&eral-ald funds rece ived by the States In 1 9 3 1 

attoaatitA to o v e r 6 b Million d o l l a r s , ead i a 1 9 h l ablaut 1 0 Mi l l i on d o l l a r s was 

reeeivftd d i r e c t l y by tho States f roa federa l agencies o the r than the Publio 

toads M a i n ! s t r a t i o n . 

9he sew highway l e g i s l a t i o n enacted by the States In the ear ly years o f 

ta le period strengthened tho State highway dep&rtae&to, aaay o f which had 

advisory powers on ly i n 1 ^ 1 7 - Kotor -voh lo lo l l o o n s o f o e s aad taxes were In

creased aad hftoasie thereaf ter a principal source o f current revoauo funds to 

the highway department a o f a l l S ta t e s . They aooouatod f o r 2 5 percent o f the 

funds used fo r State Highways l a 1931* about 2 3 percent in 1 9 3 1 * and about 2 1 

percent l a l $ U l . Although the cash received f roa th is source was greater l a 

1 9 3 1 than i n 1 $ £ 1 , end grea tor l a I 9 H 1 than i a 1 9 3 1 the percentage which t h i s 

lypo o f iaeoao represented to the t o t a l deoreased boeausro o f the rapid laorease 

o f tho laeoae f roa *K> to r - fue l t axes . 

the f i r s t %m on Motor fue l s assessed In Oregon in 1919. By 19<?9 

• 1 1 States wore asoesalng taxeo against tho aijghvay uoo o f g a * o l i a e 9 aad tho 

o o t o r - f w l tm \m& wel l on i t o way to beoos lng one o f the aos t important s i ng l e 

sources o f Stata r*venues. Gaeollae taxes cons t i tu ted on ly 1 percent o f tho 

ftsste used, f o r Ste to Highvays l a 1 9 2 1 hut had r isen to 39 percent o f tho e o r r e -

Wonaia* t o t a l l a 1 9 3 1 , aad to hS percent l a I 9 U 1 . 

Hotor -vehio ls r eg i s t r a t ions l a 1 9 1 0 t o t a l ed about 9 0 0 , 0 0 0 v e h i o l e s . In 

1 9 1 € over 3 , , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 veh io les were r eg i s t e red , hut l a 1 9^1 tho t o t a l was about 
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1 0 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 vehicles. Tha period o f depression which be#*n l a seemed to 

have l i t t l e effect on motor-vehicle registrations which h i t a new high o f 

eve* 2 6 , 9 0 0 , 0 0 0 vehioleo in 1 9 3 0 . fha jsreateet effect of the depression on 

«otor~vahlcl* r eg i s t r a t i on was f a i t In 1933 *&en t o t a l registrations daol lned 

to a l i t t l e under 2 ^ , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 vehicles. % l$Ul» however, they had risen to 

another record o f 3^,^00 ,000 v e h i c l e * , She Increase* in re&latr&tlons were 

alee aoeempeaied by general Increase* la the rate* of both registration fees 

and «o tor-fuel tax««» ?̂he States found In motor-vohlole ovners a group o f 

taxpayers who appeared willing to contribute whatever wae asked of theft In 

the way o f ta$es v provided they received b e t t e r road fac i l i t i e s froa the funds 

they con t r ibu ted . Another f a c t o r which contributed to the huge success of 

motetvuner iMpost* a t money r a i s e r s was the con t inua l ly increasing r a te a t 

which the vshlolee were used, fhln situation resul ted In a more rapid ra te 

of Imore&ee® In motor-fuel consuaptlon than i n regie tr&tlen*. 

^hen the States discovered that the taxat ion o f motor v eh i c l e s wae such 

» l uc ra t i ve and, apparently, palmleee method o f r a i s ing revenue they began to 

depend more and more upon that source and l e e e and lose upon property taxes 

ana general revenue f o r highway pnrpeeee. 

la 1 9 2 1 proper ty taxes made up 2 0 percent o f the revenuaa need for 

State highway purposes. By 1$£6* this pereenta$te had dropped to 9» and by 

1931 I t wae down to 3* *t declined quite s t e a d i l y from that data until l$k% 

when I t represented only 1 percent o f the t o t a l revenues m need. 

Another important oouroe o f Income to the States during the $tate-highway 

construct ion period of the twenties was borrowings. In most Instances the loans 
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were made by co-ant las or l o c a l units vhlch turned the proceeds over to tho 

State highway department fo r their use* Borrowings directly by the States, 

and borrowing* by loc&l units ea&unsd by the states* represented £8 percent 

o f the funds used for tftata Highvay* In 19#1» but only 1 £ percent in 1931 • 

1A 19^1 borrowings nnountsd to nera than l€ percent of the intones used for 

State Highways; but only l6 percent of these borrowings were used for construe-

tlon while the remaining 0^ porcant vent for debt service including the refund

ing of old fttat* Issues* 

During the period from 1916 throu# l<?Hl the States received si sable 

aeouflts froft thsir subordinate govamirntal units i n the for® o f adwuMis, 

aids, and other typos o f transfers. A large proportion o f these aids and 

transfers cane fr©» property-tax rnvsnues although i t i s known that sese o f 

tfcsas funds cane fron borrowings by the loca l units* fraasfers fron counties 

and local uni ts represented & percent o f the revenue? used for State Highway* 

in 1921, saaawnat nere than h percent in l$VL, but only about one-half o f one 

percent in l$kt* 
Information cencsrninK the f inancing o f secondary and l o c a l rural road* 

during the period froa l*)l6 throng t$k\ i s neither complete nor In a l l cases 

oonpavable fron year to y e a r . However, i t i s possible to draw & sufficiently 

aobnrate picture fron the data that are available* In 1<J21 about percent 

Of the funds mnd by thosa uni ts o f ftovftrnaeat for highway purposes c&ae f ro* 

loca l property t«s.es and miscellaneous local revenues* $5 percent cane froa 

•orrowin^s, and only h percent cane fron State &ids which were principally 

ftst»r*user revenues, la 1931 those units of governnent obtained &) percent 
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©f th#ir highway turn!a from local prop&rty tax** and islseell&neeus local 

sources t lh percent from torroving& # and percent fro* State a ids which 

derived » » l n l y f ro» no tor-user revenues. In an Average year between 19?6 

and l ^ h o . Inclusive, tha same units obtained only hi? percent of their high

way funds f ro» local property tuxes and miscellaneous local r«vonues, 13 

percent fro& borrowings, and H3 percent from Stat© aids s l a i l a r to thss* 

received in 1 9 5 1 . fh% r&fa&ining 2 percent of the average revenues used by 

lenal uni ts in that period came from local motor-vehicle imposts and direct 

federal aids. 
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3?he f igu res g iven as the amounts o f the several forms o f 

highway income ava i l ab l e a t 10 - y e a r In tervals to the State and l o o a l 

governments, manifest the growth o f dependence upon road-user 

imposts as one o f tho outstanding trends o f the pe r iod from 1 9 1 6 

t o 19*U. In reverse they def ine another trend o f tho pe r iod , vhioh 

has he on descr ibed as n the r e v o l t o f tho proper ty- taxpayers . H This 

r e v o l t has been character ised not on ly by an Increasing e f f o r t to 

r e l i e v o proper ty owners o f a l l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y fo r tho const ruct ion 

and salntenanoe o f rural roads , hut a l s o by an increas ing e f f o r t to 

preempt a s izeable share o f road-user tax revenues to meet a l l so r t s 

o f government cos t s f o r purposes other than highways. 

tee revenues c o l l e c t e d fron highway users have always been 

used f o r nonhlghvay purposes. Xt la on ly s ince the beginning o f 

the depress ion , however, that suoh usage became important. In 1925, 

s o - c a l l e d "d ivers ions" amounting to about J m i l l i o n do l l a r s were 

repor ted} hut this represented l o s s than 2 percent o f the not c o l l e c 

t i o n s . In 1931 nonhighway uses amounted to about 2k toll 11 on d o l l a r s , 

which was about 3 percent o f the not c o l l e c t i o n s . By 1936 tho 

"diversion* had increased to 169 m i l l i o n d o l l a r s , which was 1 7 

percent o f tho not c o l l e c t i o n s , and i n I 9 H 1 tho comparable f igures 

wore 2 1 5 m i l l i o n d o l l a r s and 1 5 percent* the c h i e f b e n e f i c i a r i e s o f 

those "diver alone"have been State and l o c a l general and educational 

funds, ^he aaouats "diverted" have replaced In the aaln , property 

taxes that would otherwise have been necessary, and s ince the amounts 

by which proper ty taxes In to t a l have been thus reduced have l a t t e r l y 

laoroasod near ly to the proport ions o f the property taxee c o l l e c t e d 
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for highway purposes, i t has almost become pass ib le to say with 

complete accuracy that , la average net e f f e c t , the income o f proper ty 

taxes has completely vanished from the revenue ra i sed f o r rural 

road purposes* But th i s statement, althou^i i t would f a i r l y represent 

the general p o s i t i o n In the country as a whole, would not accura te ly 

descr ibe the s i tua t ion in a few States In which substant ia l sums 

o f highway* revenue continue to be raised from property-tax sources. 

I t has been shown by the figures cited that the r ap id i ty of 

the dec l ine in property taxat ion f o r highways was increased during 

the depression. $hl* was made possible by several circumstances of 

the depression period, f i r s t of those was the remarkable abi l i ty 

manifested by road users not only to sustain but to Increase the i r 

pre-depress ion user- tax payments. Second was the outpouring o f 

federal funds for work r e l i e f which in large amount went to tho 

local governments, and to the extent that they were used for work 

on the highways, replaced local property taxes that otherwise would 

have been required to pay for the same work. And, th i rd , and this 

In my opinion i s a most significant circumstance, the decided pause 

that began with the depression and that has continued to th i s 

moment* In the program o f main highway development. 

Heeall lng these circumstances, I t appears that the reduct ion 

or abandonment of property taxes for highway purposes in recent years 

has been made possible in part by the fortuitous substitution of 

depression a ids o f the federa l Government, and on ly In part by the 

growth o f r ep lac ing road-user revenues; and that i t was a reduct ion 
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or abandonment achieved without ser ious e f f e c t upon the improvement 

o f l o c a l roads , but almost wholly a t the cos t o f an e s sen t i a l 

progress i n main road cons t ruc t ion . 

In p l a i n words, i f we thought we were ge t t ing something f o r 

nothing, we are now about to f i nd , as we usual ly do a t l a s t when 

f o r a time we indulge that fancy, that we were l i v i n g In a foo l*B 

paradise , 

for the f ac t i s thet the long-deferred substant ial improvements 

o f the sa in highway system can not be much longer put o f f . In i t s 

present s t a t e , serious obsolescence and dangerous and t r a f f i c -

obs t ruct ing inadequacy are widely preva len t . State highway depart

ments have catalogued long l i s t s o f the defec t s o f the main State 

roads, 5.T.O National Interregional Highway Committee estimates i n 

I t s repor t r ecen t ly sent by the President to Congrees, ths.t an 

expenditure o f $ 7 5 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 a year w i l l be necessary to provide in 

from 10 to 20 years the kind o f f a c i l i t i e s required on an In te r 

regional system o f l e s s than Uo.OOG n l l c s . Neither the State depart

ments 1 ca ta logues nor the Committee1 a estimate exaggerate the needs 

Of future expenditure on the main highways. Necessar i ly such 

expenditures w i l l be very l a rge . 

At the same time there w i l l be undoubted de s i r e and actual 

need f o r further laproveoent o f the secondary and feeder roads . 

The t o t a l o f necessary highway expenditure in the post-war years 

w i l l probably be much la rger than ever b e f o r e in our h i s to ry . 
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How then are revenues to bo found with which to meet these 

greatly enlarged post-war highway needs? 

Perhaps in part by enlarged Federal Government contributions* 

Well, perhaps. 

Perhaps in part by further increase in road user revenues, 

tho product of store numerous vehicles and higher rates of registra

tion and gasoline taxes. Again, perhaps? with considerable 

uncertainty in most States as to the feas ib i l i ty of higher rates. 

Will i t be possible to obtain the extent and character of 

Improvement that wi l l be needed and desired on both the main highways 

and the secondary and feeder roads without resorting again, or more 

heavily to property taxes? In ay opinion, i t wi l l be possible only 

I f a substantial margin between the cost and the maximum expecta

tion of road**u(g©r tax revenues i s spanned by increased federal 

contributions, an alternative which Americano, properly jealous of 

their rights of local se l f government, way well hesitate to accept. 

This last answer, i t seems to mo, oan bo given more posi t ively 

than either of the other two, because I t i s based upon solid 

economic fac t . Xt Is the fact that has stopped and reversed 

earlier efforts to recapture the cost o f road improvements by 

col lec t ion froa road users. It i s th© fact that the desire for 

Improvement ext&ndo beyond tho Inevitably limited mileage of roads 

which user revenues at a supportable rate wi l l Improve. 

Thoro i s a definite limit to the amount of suoh revenue pay

able as a tax a^ lns t a ail© of travel, 2?he maximum yearly amount 

that can bo col lected from the use o f any road depends, therefore. 
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upon the annual vehlele-ioilesge of travel over i t . The road eystea 

Is nede up o f aany fleetions of road; and the various sections serve 

a t raff ic o f widely varying volume j some many thousand vehicles a 

day* many only a hundred, a sco re , ton o r f i v e vehicles d a i l y . The 

nor* heavily traveled sections can generate road-user revenues, 

very aoderately rated, that wi l l nor* than meet the cost o f their 

traffic-necessitated improveatent. But m m y of the sections more -

l ight ly traveled can not possibly r a i s e from their u se , even with 

the tax at i t s highest supportable r a t e , enough to pay f o r the 

isiprovement desired by their users . She surplus generated on the 

more heavily traveled sections can be spread downward to make up 

the def ic i t that would be incurred on some of the more l ight ly 

traveled sections, and the improvement cost of these sections can 

thus be eked ou t . But even the heaviest acceptable tax rate will 

probably not anywhere in ths long run generate enough in this manner 

to spread downward and cover the cost o f improving a l l the roods on 

which improvements are desired and reasonably desirable, The extent 

of the probable overall ehortpge i s the measure of the probable need 

for other tax support. 

'Ihe poss ib i l i t ies in this respect very in this country from 

State to State. Indiana is one of the States in which a virtually 

complete abandonment of the property tax and substantially total 

substitution of road-user taxes and Federal aid for road Improvement 

support have been attempted. I do not know whether your experiment 

can have a successful outcome. X do know that in the yesrs of i t s 



t r i a l thus far there have ex is ted condi t ions that have p o s s i b l y 

encouraged what may ye t prove to have been an unwarranted 

optimism. 

i f , l a the future* you should f i nd i t necessary somehow to 

supplement the y i e l d o f your road-user taxes fo r highway purposes, 

I t I s p o s s i b l e that you may turn f o r the needed supplement to a 

property tax d i f fe ren t In some respec t s from that which you have 

abandoned. 

In June of l a s t year a spec ia l committee appointed by the 

Secretary o f the Treasury to study intergovernmental f i s c a l r e l a 

t ions in the United Sta tes , submitted a repor t that has already 

a t t rac ted widespread a t t en t ion . The repor t suggests some rad ica l 

changes that might be made in the h i s t o r i c form o f the property tax 

to make i t a more f a i r and more s a t i s f ac to ry method o f taxat ion. 

St suggests that some o f th© burden o f the tax be sh i f t ed from the 

r e a l e s ta te i t s e l f to the current Income from the r e a l estate* 

fh l s might he accomplished, according to tho repor t , by supplement-

lag a b a s i c tax on the land I t s e l f with a graduated ocoupancy tax 

to be c o l l e c t e d from the occupant. Tho d i f f i c u l t i e s o f so t t ing up 

such a form o f taxat ion are admitted, but a t tent ion l a d i rec ted t o 

I t s s a t i s f ac to ry operat ion in other countr ies* 

Or, there may yet be found a way to recover a l l o r part o f 

tho la rge c o s t o f some o f th© needed future Improvements o f tho 

main highways by pub l ic recovery o f the increase in value o f lands 

served by them, perhaps through a c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y acceptable 
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adaptation o f the p r i n c i p l e o f excess land taking f o r purposes o f 

recoupment, perhaps through some new app l i ca t ion of the more genera l ly 

accepted p r i n c i p l e s o f benef i t assessment. 

$o Indianans who may think they have found in Uncle Sam and 

the motor-vehicle the l a s t complete answer t o the i r ult imate need 

fo r highway improvement f inancing, I would recommend a careful 

study o f the p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f eome o f these newer var iants o f 

property taxa t ion . I have already sa id that I do not know that 

you w i l l need to turn to them. X do not be l i eve i t would be over ly 

rash were 1 to say i n c l o s i n g that t think you may. 


