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HIGHWAY IMPROVEMENT POLICIES - FEDERAL, STATE AND LOCAL 

In presenting this subject - "Highway Improvement Policies -
Federal, State and Local" - before this Transportation Group of the 
United States Chamber of Commerce, i t is necessary to limit the scope • 
to those matters within the f ield in which the Bureau of Public Roads 
is operating and to select a limited number of the aspects which appeal 
to be most timely. 

The public, generally, can not help being greatly concerned 
over the reports of widespread damage which the highways have suffered 
during the immediately preceding winter and spring months. Added 'to..' 
this general damage is the localized loss and damage to bridges and ' 
highways, throughout extensive areas in many of our States, caused by 
extraordinary floods and storms. It is quite impossible to evaluate 
the indirect losses from these conditions. The disruption of the 
business and social l i f e of the communities, the interference with the 
delivery of mail and with the normal local movements within each com
munity, accidents resulting from broken road surfaces, and the depre
ciation of motor vehicles on roads varying from bad to impasr.able,: in 
the aggregate total very much larger amounts than the direct losses of 
the fac i l i t i e s themselves. Too often under such conditions attention 
is focused upon the visual and more or less spectacular losses of the 
f ac i l i t i e s . The more important sum total of the losses suffered:%p\r\--;; 
the community and individuals, due to the loss of the use of the fac i l 
i t ies , is overlooked. 

In June I93U, an authorization of $10,000,000 was made by 
Congress to provide for the restoration of flood damaged roads and ^ . 
bridges upon the Federal highway system where these conditions were 
extraordinary in their nature and where there were not reasonably 
available other Federal and State highway funds to meet the necessary 
outlay. During the period up to the time of the recent floods, only 
a l i t t l e more than $2,000,000 had been paid from this Federal emergency 
fund. This fund is available to meet half of the cost, so the bridges 
on the Federal aid system which were destroyed as a result of the 
extensive floods in a number of States, were rebuilt with modern 
structures at a enst under $5,000,000. It is estimated that the amount 
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remaining in this fund will pay half the cost 'of restoring with modem 
structures most of the bridges on the Federal aid system whida.'vrore?<^ • 
destroyed in the recent extraordinary floods- So far as the ihforttiat'ios 
i s available, no major structures of modern type were destroyed or 
seriously damaged. When such floods occur, almost without except io&i^v ' i 
i t is the old-time structures that are seriously damaged or totally . :, 
destroyed. This does not mean that the loss of the fac i l i ty to the . ; 
community is not serious or the replacement costly, but that modern./ 
design is producing bridges that do withstand extraordinary floods..:.. 
This is true, in a broad way, of modern high type road construction;. 

Beginning with the year 1 9 2 7 , when disastrous floods occurred : 
i n Vermont and other States, the Federal Government has since madfi''' 
ex t ra appropriations paying half the cost of restoration -of roads-
and bridges on the Federal highway system, due to extraordinary 
f l o o d s . In this period, of nearly ten years, with these unusual 
flood conditions appearing in ten States, the total amount of these';' •':'> 
spec ia l appropriations is under $ 1 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 . While spectacular:, the >."•'•," 
amount of the loss caused by these floods aggregates much less than : 

•the deterioration over many milos and wide areas caused by such climatic 
condit ions as have prevailed during the preceding winter and spring.. 

From the losses ana serious inconveniences that have been imposed 
b y the damage and destruction from the recent highly adverse winter con
d i t i o n s , can be secured the silver lining of the hope that there will be 
res to red to an even balance with administrative expediency, sound 
engineering pol ic ies . In order to clear this statement- i t i s necessary 
t o review somewhat the changing pol ic ies as to tho administration of: ... 
o u r highways which have been gradually taking place over a period of v 
j rears , and also, at the risk of getting into the deep water of a. too : ; 
t echn ica l discussion, some of the disclosures of highway research which 
should have a material bearing on future pol ic ies . The most important, 
o f these can be stated briefly. 

(1) There i s , and has been, a tremendous pressure upon public : 
o f f i c i a l s for the placing of surfaces upon a larger and larger mileage 
o f our public highways for the use of the motor vehicle. This pressure • 
lia.s resulted in a large relative, and actual, increase in the mileage ' 
o f the so-called low tjrpe roadways. This statement is not intended to ; 
t>e c r i t i ca l , except to the extent that the design and cost of these low ; 
c o s t roads have been forced below reasonably economical standards. The 
o.a,nger in this pol icy l ies in the certain rapid increase of maintenance 
C o s t s ana tho exclusion" of necessary new construction. 

(2) Tho policy here expressed of extending the mileage of new 
Construct ion has been brought about by transferring large mileages,. 
x * i some cases the total public road mileage within the State, to the 
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jurisdiction of tho State, without an equivalent transfer of funds. 

(3) Both of these pol icies , placing an enlarged commitment 
against the State highway funds, have been simultaneous with a 
diversion of income from the road users special taxes to other than 
highway purposes. • 

(4) All of these policies are tending to destroy the logical 
and necessary stage construction policy which wss adopted by practically 
al l of the States, by ut i l izing funds which should go to replace and to 
bring to more adequate standards the roads which have received the 
f i rs t stage improvement. 

(5) Research in the fields of soi l physics and of load dis t r i 
bution through pneumatic tires hps developed to the stage of practical 
u t i l i ty , so that the service of our highways can be greatly increased 
and the annual maintenance cost decreased, provided the administrative 
policies can be balanced against the engineering requirements making 
use of the scientific knowledge now available, even though the f i rs t 
cost is somewhat increased, particularly in tha f ie ld of low cost 
improvements. At the meeting of the Highway Officials of the North 
Atlantic States in February, I reviewed some of the fccts which, in 
my judgment, supported the above statements. For this discussion 
this data wil l be reviewed as concisely as possible. 

Production of Roads. 

For the pro-depression period 1925-1929, the State highway 
departments, with and without Federal participation in the cost, 
annually completed 2J,6kc miles of a l l types of construction. In 
the succeeding five-year period 1930-193^. *be annual completion 
jumped to 37,582 miles, or nearly 10,COO miles per year above the 
preceding five-year average. For the last two years of the second 
period, 1933-1934, of an annual average completion of 36,012 miles, 
the Federal funds allotted to the States and sdministered through 
the Bureau of Pxiblic Roads, not including funds used by the States 
from other Federal sources, accounted for en average of 20,04g miles. 
The facts tire not available as yet for the calendar year 1935, but 
the seme relative results will undoubtedly be true, and also for 
the present year - 1936.• Federal appropriations for highways have 
accounted for bringing the annual completion to this high figure. 

th the very large curtailment of Federal highway appropriations 
for this purpose which very soon must be faced, the production of 
roads by the State highway departments wil l be decreased by a 
large percentage. This wil l easily reach 3C per cent. Unless the 
diversion of the income from the gas and motor vehicle fees is 
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stopped and these funds restored to the highway departments, the con
struction program will probably fal l off 50 per cent or more by next 
year. - ;̂ ;V.;-??̂  

This situation includes most of the States, end i t i s important 
to place these facts fair ly before the general public, the State 
officials and the State legislatures. The Federal government has 
made a determined effort to hold employment in this f ie ld at a high 
figure. It can not be expected that Federal expenditures in anything 
like the scale of these immediate years will be continue^. It is 
important that the hecvy construction industries, skilled and unskilled 
workmen, and contractors, be kept employed, and much larger support 
funds must be provided by the States to continue this employment. 
This loss in State construction expenditures v i l l not be made up 
from local read funis since these show average losses for the two-
year period - 1933~193^ - °f nearly one-half under the average for 
the 1925-1929 period.' 

The Rise in Maintenance gnd 
Miscellaneous Expenditures• 

There has been a sharp rise in the expenditures for maintenance 
equipment, interest and miscellaneous items. The total State expendi
tures in 193^ f ° r these purposes were nearly $300,000,000. This rise 
in maintenance expenditures reflects the increased maintenance l i a 
bi l i ty growing out of the increased use of the low cost type roads-
The growth in mileage of such surfaces is bound to increase as the 
highway departments respond to the public pressure to extend these 
safer and more adeauate types of surfaces. We must, therefore, face 
total increased maintenance expenditures, not only for this reason .. 
but also because there wes an increase in net surfaced mileages for 
the fivo-year period, 1930-193^1 °? 8G,&6k miles of a l l types on the 
State highways. 

Facing the Needs Honestly. 

There can be only one honest conclusion drawn from these..-'facts 
which are neither guesses nor estimates but are the summaries of the 
off icial records painstakingly gathered. The trend is markedly to 
divert the special road user taxes from the State highway departments 
and at the same time to add mileages beyond their abi l i ty properly 
to improve and maintain. 

The dishonest answer is that we have enough roads end can take 
a road building holiday. This in the f£ce of the fact thst the average 
annual special taxes 1932-193^ were in excess of one b i l l ion dollars, 
paid by the road users with the sole justification that these special 
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taxes are levied and collected for the maintenance and extension 
of highway services and f ac i l i t i e s . 

It is a dishonest answer because obsolescence and deprecia
tion do not indulge in holidays- In a l l seriousness, I record 
the fact that because of the public pressure for o rapid increase 
in the mileage of surfaced roads, the highway off ic ia ls have been 
forced to spread the funds so thin that a, very large part of the 
capital invested is now in jeopardy. Here are the fr.cts. The f" 
so-called stage policy of road construction was, pnd i s , sound,' 
i f i ts processes are carried into operations properly timed. '. .iow/H:'V 
cost surfaces must be strengthened and reconstructed within their 
reasonable l i f e ; otherwise their annual maintenance mounts to./ 
excessive costs while their salvage value is rapidly los t . 

The State and Federal highway departments in adopting the .: i ; 

policies to the extent they have, understood the underlying -VV' : :^;, : 

economics and proceeded in the faith that the increased earnings; 
from the reads thus improved would prove a profitable investment 
and that they would be permitted to follow the logical course of 
using the increased income to strengthen and raise the low cost 
types to standards that can be economically maintained, but the 
earnings are being diverted and new mileages to be improved ere 
being added. 

To make the picture more definite, here is a statement of 
the conservative reconstruction needs of the highways only under" 
the jurisdiction of the State highway departments. 

1 . Total surfaced nileage State highways . . . 271 ,6 i ) l " ?::'":(>Vv-i;Cv 
2. Total unsurfaced mileage State highways . . 52,69s 

Annual construction program required: Per yr. Miles 
3. To provide roadways cn unsurfaced • 

mileage in 10 years 5»2&9 
To reconstruct low type existing 

mileage in 15 years 10,800 
5- To reconstruct high type existing 

mileage in Uf years 2 , 7 ^ 0 

6. Seconder:/ surfaced roads under control 
of State highway departments . . . . 7^,^50 

7- Unsurfaced 9 5 , 7 9 ^ 
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Per yr. Miles 
g. To provide roadways on unsurfaced 

mileage in 20 years U.800 
9. To strengthen end reconstruct low 

type mileage in y years 2,400 
10. Tc reconstruct hi~h type mileagea 

in ho years * $0 
Total annual construction and reconstruction program 
required under Strto highway departments . . . . . . . 2 6 , 0 5 9 

I make no claim for exactness in this summery. Host of you will 
make the criticism, wholly justified, that the l i f e expectancy is too 
long because of the rlre.-.dy lcn# years of service of much of our surfaced 
mileage. There can, he-, vor, be no ;ilsr.grei?inrnt with the general conclu
sion that the c.nnupl construction .".iv.l maintenance program that the State 
highway departments must carry on without the addition of a single new 
mile, is g r a t e r tm n for the prt»-dt>presslon period 1 9 2 5 - 1 9 2 9 » unless we 
are to wreck cur hi,-;h\- v finances on the rock of excessive maintenance 
cos ts . These are the r< *ttlr«.sH<nts due to aomd depreciation only. The 
factor of ob:r-cIesccn;>:, due prim.- r1ly tc increased volume and speed of 
t raf f ic , will aa i vmihw largo incroxc-nt of multiple-lane roadways, 
railway and highway gra.de erasein# eliminations, and miles of realignment. 
The element of uniform srfeness must be given major weight. 

Extension of Stnte Contr-1 
tc Secondary Rends. 

In the thru<;,-r r. r lM, 1 >V~1 ?'(h, thure w s an increase in 
the surfaced milt are -f cu "<-j lary r-rds under State control, of $1,000 
miles. A number c f .ctct<r. \J v> placed all r a l a r«e port of the local 
reads under Stat*, cc: tr I , : ti.t r> is < -r^win<. sentiment in this 
direction. It is r. *, u <•••:<!•, r.< w-11 k: \ r , t ivt in no case has the 
transfer of these l*rf*. ly it cr< P C 1 r*>ay no lo i l i t i ee been accompanied 
by a transfer of the- fur.ir f, rmerly u«vd by the 1-ccl officials upen 
these secondary reeds. 

The addition of this increased lead tc the revenues used for 
the more limited system cf State highways rculd have stopped all 
important new construction in these States had it. not been for the 
increased federal appropriations, then these appropriations are no 
lenger available, these States face the problem cf not being able tc 
finance any new construction. 

The extension cf State supervisicn cr ecntrcr over local reads 
i s a pol icy that can be in the public interest, but as i t has been . 
put intc effect i t is net. Only the greatly -increased inflow cf 
Federal funds has covered the inevitable result. 

http://gra.de
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A pol icy gccd in i t se l f and worthy of public support has been sc 
far thrown cut cf balance by two powerfully selfish motives. 

There has been continuous pressure tc place a l l reads under the 
State highway departments for the purpose of placing the ccst cf a l l 
highway improvement and'maintenance upon the revenues from the read 
user, thus relieving other sources cf revenue. There has also been' ,. •. 
the pol i t ical motive tc build the highway organization, - which tc be 
successful must be ncn-partisan, - into a pol i t ica l machine. Thus we' | 
have had a marked trend in the inauguration cf the two diametrically;-:c; :;,^ 
opposed pol ic ies which are full cf disaster for the future cf cxixVhigh*-
ways - that cf a large increase in the required expenditures and thai ^ 
cf a large diversion cf the read user funds tc ether purposes. ''^;-<\&cM 

Increase in Surfaced Mileage : ' : ; K 
cf Secondary Brads• 

One cf the nest striking developments cf this present |>ericd---,;-\/;>-4| 
is the accelerated rate in increase in surfaced mileage, largely of ; 
the low ccst type, • cn secondary cr lecal reads under the centre! -cf... 
the local governmental units. Per the five-year pericd, 193^-1934, 
this increase amrunted tc a total cf 21S.0CO miles, nearly 212,000 
cf which were cf the. Ins* cost type. This increase was nearly double 
that cf the preceding five-year pericd, but i t dees net reflect a 
larger support by local units, - rather, greatly increased support p 
from Federal funds from the Public forks Administration, the Federal c 
Emergency Belief Administration and other Federal agencies established: * 
tc provide employment. 

The conclusion to be drawn from the foregoing is the .pessimistic; • ;-:;;; 
one that cur rate cf increase of surfaced mileage is tec rapid tc be 
scund. Since i t is "apparent that there ra i l be for the immediate 
future a large progran cf improvement particularly tc supply copper^. ; ; sc 
tunities for employment, i t would be wise tc build highway grades that 
w i l l provide adequate drainage and be capable of withstanding climatic 
conditions in that particular local i ty . The next step should be the 
stabilization of the soi l subgrades by the scientif ic methods;wfeiefc ;, 
liave been reduced to practical usage. 

If these two fundamental steps are taken the results will be 
much more se.tisfaetcry tc the users and an insurance of reasonable 
maintenance ccsts built into the construction. It is only t h r o u g h v £ . 
subgrades that have been sc designed and built that they will with- • 
stand the influence of the adverse•clioatic elements that we can 
safely proceed tc the placing of any of the various types of wear
ing surfaces. Otherwise we will have maintenance charges which wil l 
increase at a continuously accelerated rate. 
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Coordination with Other 
Transportation Facili t ies 

The above presents the mere pessimistic view cf cur present 
highway po l ic ies . The reverse of the picture i s the splendid progress 
that is being made toward a acre intelligent coordination cf-our -
transportation f ac i l i t i e s . While coordination has been talked abbu^i 
specific approach has not been sc readily apparent and the program of 
coordination is taking; angles that may net have been first thought of 
as important elements in such program. Per example, nothing has been : 
mere productive ' f a grrwing friendly and intelligent working together 
cf highway and railway of f ic ia l s , than the grade crossing elimination:, 
programs that have been made possible, starting with the Public Works 
program cf 1933 where the construction costs were carried from public 
funds. The f i rs t authority tc use Federal highway funds tc pay the;; 
entire construction cost cf eliminating hazards at railroad grade V : 
crossings was followed by an allotment frcn tae present Emergency 
Relief appropriation of April 1935 of $200,000,000 tc be used solely: 
for this purpose. These two programs, i t i s new evident, wil l 
eliminate approximately 3,000 cf the most dangerous and economically 
.important grade crossings in the United States, including about 3O6 
te be reconstructed. 

The highway and railway off ic ia ls are working in close 
cooperation on the administrative and engineering details of the 
program. While the construction costs are provided almost wholly 
frcn Federal funds, al l property and property damages are being 
carried by the States cr loca l i t i es and the railroads. These costs 
amount to a substantial contribution. 

Careful attention has been given in the programming of high- v : 

way funds, particularly that portion used for secondary roads.,: tc;.^: , 
reach shipping points on the railroads and to connect air f ields 
with the improved highways. 

One of the fundamental considerations cf safe air operations 
is provision for emergency landing fields at reasonably frequeht : ^ ; " 
intervals. Since the air routes rather consistently follow highwayo: \ , 
routes, favorable consideration is being given by the highway V 
off ic ia ls to the development cf emergency landing areas paralleling "• 
and contiguous to these highways. In discussions by air off icials 
before the Conferee Ccr.rdttee of the.Senate, emergency landing areas : 
of this character have been designated "flight strips." -. As a 
natter of econcny, areas tc serve this purpose might well be included 
in an enlarged right ' f way, landscaped and used by the general pub
l i c for roadside resting points and picnic grounds, which use would 
not be inconsistent with their availability as emergency landing 
fields provided the design were worked cut tc keep such sections cf 



the pr-per length and ^idth free fcr use in energenciee. In fact i t 
Is quite logical fcr the taain development end Maintenance cf s i r 
fields tc be undertaken under the highway crganisations sines the 
two require about tho setae type of organisation and eperetiens. The 
fact that the highway department* &rt> already set up for ccntinucu* 
naintonance cf highways in every eroa ought tc bo used rather than 
a duplicate cperati n built for the maintenance cf airprrte end 
emergency lending fields. 

The pro.tress in roadside yU<ntint<: end iriprcvocnt is grati
fying and the recreational values --f hirhwrya ore thus bein,? raised 
rapidly. This has em inpertrmt rvlr.ti. nship t< ocenrny ef Main
tenance since the soedinf and plrntin,: in ccnnicti'n with proper 
grading prevents sell erosion. T'.;«> inpertent rvletic nship between 
highway censtruetien end Re.lntcnfncc f:nd tho erosion cf the rcad-
sides end C'-ntifW.ua frers is r<»c*ivin«: definite ettentlcn. 

">ur rural ."<r«-.-f s c<-r.stituttf a ft".ntier to be developed. They 
crust be provided wit... certain faci l i t ies i f the" ore to offer a 
modestly re* amebic standard •'f Hvia,• possibility. These ninlsaun 
faci l i t ies ;TS I.f v.vays, o:-ns-li:i«t-.:d scu"-'ls, telephones, rural 
mail delivery, end rvoilfble electrical power. It is (Uubtful if 
the roost cnsorvetlvu will sat a dtsireblo standard l-'wer then those 
requirements. 

F rr each of thc»« services net only tho f irst costs but the 
annuel continuing costs cr« ler<.n-ly determined by the aanber cf pecple 
served per nil*;-. To r.e.ke pcssible tJtco*. services there must be the 
ccst careful planning, in whicu the rural ui/:.wys are cf first 
ccnsiden.'tion, to the end that the rural prpule.t'icn shall be served 
with the ninirw. jdlfc-o.re possible. 

Tr»« SecretiTT ".f Agriculture in July cf this year appelated 
en Interdepartmental Parr.. Reads Advisory Committee, which has been 
fivixv: careful attention to tha subject, end thin Ccsir.ittee has 
developed e preliminary set cf principles as a fluid© for selection 
and leprcveaent cf the feeder read systen*. The Secretary has else 
approved a comprehensive survey by the Bureau cf Public Reads in 
cooperation Kith tar,- state hi^hw- departments, cf the whde road 
situation. Thirty-five States aro definitely proceeding tc carry 
into effect these basic studies, which nave fcr their purpose an 
inventor^ r.f our existing faci l i t ies and tfce obtaining cf e l l the 
factur-1 infcrnrtlon necessary on which tc plan a scund development 
for the future. It is hoped to establish a rural reed development 
progm; •"•n such a scund basis cf fact as to nerit the fe.itU and 
c-ntinuin*j support of the public. 


