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Wll ROADS VERSUS FREE ROADS 

General Statement 
by.,. 

Charles I,, Bearing 
. The Brookings Ins t i tu t ion 

As in most cont rovers ies involv ing complex and technica l i s sues , our 

d i scuss ion o f th is problem w i l l prove f r u i t l e s s unless wo can agree on, o r 

at l e a s t be c l ea r about, what we are debating* Consequently X should l i k e 

to take a moment to def ine what MR* Fairbank and 1 joean by the term and 

concept "free roads. 1* 

The term has very l imi ted usefulness i n connection with th i s problem. 

I t s only s p e c i f i c meaning r e l a t e s to the l e g a l and j u r i d i c a l aspects o f 

highway access and use . In th i s sense, i t serves to d is t inguish the 

features o f our road and s t r e e t system from other pub l i c s e rv i ce enterpr ises 

such as the ra i l roads and airways* 

From the standpoint o f economic d e f i n i t i o n the term i s mischievous. 

For i t implies a f a l s e i s sue as between paying d i r e c t l y f o r a s e rv i ce or 

obtaining i t f o r nothing. 

The p r i n c i p l e that motor v e h i c l e users should defray the cos t s o f 

major road and s t r ee t f a c i l i t i e s i s so f i rmly es tabl ished and genera l ly 

accepted by a l l par t ies a t i n t e re s t as to be beyond the realm o f ser ious 

debate a t th i s juncture* Consequently i t would seem that the issue at 

hand i s simply this* Do t o l l roads afford a general ly superior technique 

o f highway administration and finance t o that provided by the system o f 

highway programming and user taxation that has been developed over the 

past quarter o f a century? Xn my judgment the long-run problem must be 

faced squarely in terms o f these a l t e rna t ives . 

Clear ly no en te rpr i se , whether p u b l i c l y o r p r iva t e ly owned, can 

operate simultaneously under two d i s t i n c t i v e methods o f programming, 

( c o n t r o l , and p r i c i n g . ) 
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e o n t r o l , and p r i c i n g . One or the othor o f the two methods must be applied 

cons i s t en t ly to the en t i r e undertaking, o r tho enterpr ise must be broken 

up i n t o major segments with spec i a l i z ed administrative and f i nanc i a l 

techniques applied to each. 

I so la ted examples o f superior f a c i l i t i e s finanoed by t o l l s are 

In teres t ing but i nconc lus ive . Everyone recognizes that under special, 

circumstances t o l l f a c i l i t i e s may serve a useful purpose. But t h i s provides 

no standard f o r so lu t ion o f the broader problem, For we must evaluate the 
an 

t o l l road dev ice a s / a l l - o u t competitor!; o f the system current ly i n use . 

In order to do t h i s , I b e l i e v e we must f ind accurate answers f o r two 

quest ions! 

1. I s the system o f highway con t ro l and f inancing as now const i tu ted 

adoquste f o r the highway task that l i e s ahead? I f no t , what are the 

p r inc ipa l d e f i c i e n c i e s ? 

2 . Can the observed d e f i c i e n c i e s be cor rec ted more e f f e c t i v e l y by 

r ev i s ion o f the conventional system or by the subs t i tu t ion o f some a l terna­

t i v e method such as t o l l roads? 

My conclusions on these questions may be summarised as f o l l o w s t 

1. Our current system o f highway f inancing w i l l prove inadequate fo r 

the formidable program o f highway modernisation which l i e s ahead unless 

cer ta in d e f i c i e n c i e s are removed. 

In the f inancing o f any governmental s e r v i c e , such as the provis ion 

o f roads and s t r e e t s , there i s on ly one v a l i d basis f o r defraying any por t ion 

o f the c o s t s by spec i a l charges rather than general taxat ion. I t must be 

demonstrated that cer ta in known individuals or groups r ece ive benef i t s which 

(are d i f fe ren t in nature) 
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are d i f f e ren t in nature and extent from those enjoyed by taxpayers as a 

whole. 

This can, o f course , be demonstrated with respec t to major phases 

o f highway use . Consequently the s ta tes hare been on sound ground in 

t ransferr ing t o users substant ial por t ions o f t o t a l highway c o s t s . But the 

p r ac t i c e o f spec ia l charging remains v a l i d on ly so long as the proceeds are 

spent on f a c i l i t i e s which most o f the cont r ibutors want and use,. 

Since 1930 there has been a marked tendency to v i o l a t e standards 

o f equi ty in the expenditure o f user funds. The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f motor 

v e h i c l e owners f o r the highway b i l l has been extended to th© support o f 

vas t mileages o f l o c a l roads whose ex i s tence , condi t ion and use are a 

matter o f ind i f fe rence to most moto r i s t s . 

This d i s s ipa t ion o f user funds cons t i tu tes mere than the v i o l a t i o n 

o f an abs t rac t p r i n c i p l e o f equi ty . I t has created ser ious p r a c t i c a l problems. 

For example, much o f the present unbalance in th© development o f our highwaye 

could have been avoided had user revenues been proper ly applied during the 

past 1 $ years . Since th i s was not done, very heavy expenditure w i l l be 

required to c o r r e c t accumulated de f i c i enc i e s* 

2, The epidemic o f t o l l ' road proposals represents , in MY est imation, 

an e f f o r t to avoid the consequences o f unsound f inanc ia l p r ac t i ce s without 

s t r ik ing a t the r o o t causes . Where d ispers ion of user funds has retarded 

order ly highway programming reso r t to t o l l roads may provide temporary 

cor rec t ives , . But the long-run cos t s w i l l be measured in terms o f dupl icat ing 

( c a p i t a l investment, and) 



cap i t a l investment, and a progress ive undermining o f the en t i re s tructure 

o f highway management. 

F i r s t , the p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f t o l l road au thor i t ies w i l l v i o l a t e 

the f i r s t p r i n c i p l e o f sound administrationt l » e » , f u l l authori ty and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the current administration and long-range programming 

o f r e la ted por t ions o f the road and s t r e e t systems should be loca t ed in a 

s ing le agency. This i s the bedrock on which the s tructure has been founded. 

To the extent that i t i e undermined o r unstabi l iKed, d i s l o c a t i o n s throughout 

the en t i r e system w i l l inev i tab ly f o l l o w . 

Second, i f t o l l s are ex tens ive ly superimposed on the ex i s t ing 

system o f gasol ine taxes and l i c e n s e f e e s , a two-phase v i c i o u s c i r c l e w i l l 

be crea ted . Motor v e h i c l e owners w i l l be required t o pay in tho form o f 

user taxes fo r f a c i l i t i e s i n the use o f which they have no primary i n t e r e s t . 

At the same time, they w i l l be required to pay d i r e c t t o l l to obtain moderni­

zat ion o f the roada and s t ree t s necessary to s a t i s f y the i r primary demands 

fo r improved s e r v i c e . 
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Opening Statement 

Herbert S. Ifeirbank 
Public Koade Administration 

As m. bearing has said in his opening statement, the issue 

m are debating hers today is not whether highway users shall or 

shall not pay for the highways they uses We take i t to be an 

accepted conclusion that any road that can be seriously considered 

for financing by the t o l l method oust be paid for in ful l by i t s 

users whether tho payment i s cade in the forra of a t o l l for each use 

of the f a c i l i t y or whether i t i e made in the form o f special highway 

user taxes. 

2ho claim commonly advanced f o r a l l t o l l road proposals i s 

that by the col lec t ion of t o l l s the Investment in the road wi l l be 

jaade self "liquidating. We say that any highway investment that can 

be liquidated by direct t o l l s wi l l be more assuredly self-liquidated 

by user taxes scaled at rates per vehicle-mile wuoh lower than the 

t o l l chargeR. 

I c i t e the Pennsylvania furnplke. ^he average t o l l paid for 

that highway by the vehicles usinr; i t this year wil l be at the rate 

of a cent and a half a vehicle-Mile, perhaps a l i t t l e store. Saat 

payment wi l l not liquidate the entire ittvost&ent in the highway. It 

i s not intended to . Approximately $30,000,000 of the construction 

cost of the Turnpike, amounting I believe to about $67 ,200,000, 
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including $ 1 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 which ea r ly this year wsm yet to be spent, i n 

other words about ^5 percent o f the cons t ruc t ion c o s t was provided 

by a federal grant , 'fhere I s no obligation to repay that part o f 

tho c o s t ; and the t o i l s now c o l l e c t e d a t the average ra t e o f l | cents 

a veh ic l e -mi l e are not sca led t o repay I t . 

I a s s e r t , with complete conf idence , that the e n t i r e cos t o f 

bu i ld ing and maintaining tho same highway, loca ted e x a c t l y as i t i s 

now loca ted , would be repaid in the same per iod by road-user taxes , 

l e v i e d a t r a tes avera^in^ l i t t l e ©ore than ha l f o f the cent sad a h a l f 

per veh ic le -mi le now c o l l e c t e d i n t o l l charges to repay part o f the 

c o s t . 

I w i l l venture fur ther , that a road o f exac t ly the ease 

standard as the turnpike and o f the same termini , but l o c a t e d in 

r e l a t i o n to intervening ooastunities as a $ree Road would have been 

l o c a t e d , would a t t r ac t a t r a f f i c which would l iqu ida te i t s cos t at 

a rat© o f road-user tax payment l e s s than ha l f o f the l*-oent per 

veh ic le -mi le average ra te now paid in t o l l s by tho 'iurnpike t r a f f i c . 

She explanation o f the apparent paradox involved in these 

asser t ions l i e s in per t i n the f ac t that tha turnpike does not servo, 

and cannot attract more than ha l f o f the vehicle-sai l eage o f t r a f f i c 

that would be a t t racted t o , and served by a JVee Bond o f the same 

standard and t e rn in l . She t r a f f i c ava i l ab le t o the ^ree Head, which 

the turnpike oannot attract, i s composed in part o f v e h i c l e s t r ave l ­

ing in tho d i r ee t i on o f tho f o m p l k e distances shorter than the 

dis tances between the access p o i n t s , neces sa r i l y widely separated* 



In part i t i s saade up e f v e h i c l e s , the owners o f which e r e w i l l i n g 

t o ncccpt the l e s s e r f a c i l i t y afforded by aa a l ternate f r ee Head 

rather than pay the extra charge f o r t rave l over the turnpike . 

tn par t the explanation l i e s i n the greater c o s t s inherent 

In any t o l l road operat ion; in the c o s t o f providing and operat ing 

the t o l l - c o l l e c t i n g s t a t i ons , i n the h i # i e r in teres t r a tes ^ 

invar iab ly assoc ia ted with revenue-bond f inancing. f I 

With the except ion o f a few short roads Monopolizing the 

s e rv i ce o f access to po in t s o f t ou r i s t a t t r a c t i o n , the Pennsylvania 

Turnpike i s the only highway now operated with aay olalsi o f 

f i nanc i a l support by t o l l c o l l e c t i o n . '$ie Pennsylvania tenpike i s 

heav i ly subs id ised . I t possesses unoonmon advantages of location 

end weakness of ^ree Road competition. This road, upheld as the 

example o f benef icent r e s u l t s that eaay be expected o f s imi lar 

proposals elsewhere, a c tua l ly exempl i f i es , I submit, the economic 

f a l l a c y o f a l l such p roposa l s . 


