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A clear statement of the major principles which should guide 

public works pol ic ies is written into the Economic Report of the President 

to the Congress January S, 19^+7- Hover before has there been expressed 

in concise terms by such high o f f i c i a l authority a doctrine so sound it 

reflects with singular authenticity the national experience in this f ie ld . 

Here is a charter that has long been needed to define the role of public 

works in the nation's economy, and to recognize both the Inherent limita

tions and merits of such undertakings. Only when there is at least a 

.reasonably common understanding of sound public works pol ic ies among the 

public generally, the responsible public off ic ia ls and the construction 

industry as a whole, can their united strength be effective, f i r s t , in the 

formulation of public works programs, and second} in their actual accom

plishment with mutual benefits. The validity of some of the principles 

expressed is well i l lustrated by their application to the highway 

improvement program. 

Deferrable and non-deferrable public works. 

"Since many public works projects are not related to the problems 

°f business operations nor to the daily needs of consumers, they are 

S uoject tc adjustment in their time of commencement and their rate of 

Progress, This had led. particularly in recent years, to an over emphasis 
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upon the prospects of stabilizing our whole economy through the 

"bold use of public works«,rM 1 Here is the important separation of 

public works into two types, f i rs t , those which are necessary for 1 

business operations and consumers 1 needs, that i s s the l iving needs 

of the whole public as individuals, and second, those works which 

are not essential to these needs. In a single class of public works, 

such as highways, there can be a certain degree of classif ication 

into deferrable and non-deferrable groups, but the highway plant has 

now reached such dimensions that the normal replacements of roadways 

that have deteriorated beyond maintenance end that have become obsolete 

with age and the increased traff ic demands, total a large annual non-

deferrable program, To these normal requirements we have added the lag 

of replacements accumulated during the war. At the close of l°^o, 

the inspection reports of Federal aid projects carried 27,213 miles, 

which is lU=5 percent of a total of 187*557 miles, in the necessary 

replacement class. If this same ratio holds on ether highways maintained 

by State highway departments, of the 2&5 miles there would be 65,000 

miles in need of reconstruction. How serious is this situation is 

indicated by the growth of maintenance costs to approximately $750 

million this year. This illustrates very well the fact that i f replace-

Rent is neglected, maintenance costs increase, and we substitute the 

less efficient maintenance dollar for the construction dollar. 

On the showing that the desirable safe capacity of a 2-lane road 

( l ) Public Works - Economic P.eport of the President, I9A7 
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is 3;C00 vehicles per day, on an annual average, there are in the 

neighborhood now of lh,0C0 miles which need to he stepped up to the 

H-lane design, and these inadequate highways are on the main-traveled 

routes of the States. 

These authentic needs must he met. 

The Program for the Immediate Future. 

Quoting again from the report, "Instead of regarding public works 

as the f i rs t and foremost device to restore our whole economy when i t 

sags, we should attempt to stabilise public-works construction according 

to our long-term needs. Increasing regularizaticn of public-works 

expenditures at al l levels of governmental activity over a long period 

will offer an assurance of a demand for capital, of a market for materials 

and equipment; and of a f i e ld for employment which wil l assist in 

stabilising that segment of the business world. This approach to public 

works v/ill have the further advantage of appraising their size and 

character in terms of our total National needs. T r ^^ This principle 

will find eager acceptance in the highway field on the part of public 

off icials and the construction industry alike. It might well be added 

that our highway plant in operation creates the market for many of our 

largest business concerns such as tho petroleum, the automotive and the 

rubber industries. Tho goal cf a stabilised, long-term highway develop

ment program which would carry with i t a stabilized highway construction 

industry is so desirable that i t must command our every effort . Under 
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present conditions i t is d i f f icul t , perhaps impossible, of attainment. 

A united effort to this end can accomplish much, but many important 

changes must be effected* A review of the 13*4-6 program indicates some 

of the problems, as follows; 

(1) A rising price index - Federal aid projects 

The price index, based upon tho composite mile 

cf road, is 

for 1st quarter 1946, 119,3 

" 2nd « , ! 117.0 

" 3rd " !T 122.1 

" Uth » n 133 3 

These indices compare with the 13̂ -0 index of 

They reflect costs of l6b, 163, 170 and 1S6 percent above 

I9U0. 

It is obvious that the construction program wil l 

not be stabilized on a rising price market, 

(2) The apparent lack of contractors. 

During the period 1935-19^6; inclusive, we have had a total of 

5;6lU contractors performing Federal-aid highway construction. 

During the period 1 9 U C — ; inclusive, there were 3*̂ 57 C o n t r a c ~ 

tors performing Federal-aid highway construction. 

This leaves a balance, of 2,537 contractors who performed Federal-

aid highway construction during the period 1335~1939» inclusive, who 

have had no Federal-aid highway wcrk since 1339* This shows a mortality 

of approximately <+5 percent. Many of these contractors arc returning to the 
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highway f ie ld , and i t i s assumed that a good many more will do so. It is 

"believed that the rather high percentage of mortality is due to the fact 

that during the depression years a large number of small contractors entered 

the highway f ie ld, particularly in the middle west, and when conditions be

came more normal, returned to their former employment. 

It might be interesting to note that during 19^6 we have added 

approximately ^0 new contractors who have not heretofore performed Federal-

aid highway construction 

The figures for 19^6 are not entirely complete, as many contracts 

have not yet been received from the f ie ld , but as tho season advanced the 

decreasing competitive status, as indicated by the fal l ing off of the number 

of bids received at let t ings, became a matter of much concern to the highway 

off ic ia ls - There wore other causes, but the decrease in the number of 

contractors willing to undertake the work offered was a definite fact . 
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"umber Amount Percentage 

Contract awards, Federal aid 3 , 6 U 2 $ 5 0 ^ , 9 0 1 , 7 5 3 7 6 , 6 

Bid rejections by States S S 3 1 2 5 . S 2 6 , S 0 3 1 9 . I 

Bid rejections by Public Soads 9 3 1 5 * 5 1 5 , 3 2 9 2 - 3 

Awards pending 1 2 - 3 1 - 4 6 1 7 1 1 5 , 1 0 9 , ^ 8 2 2_,Q 

Totals 7 3 9 $ 6 5 9 , 3 5 3 , ^ 3 2 1 0 0 , 0 

As of December 1 s t , 3 » 3 0 0 projects wore under construction, and 

of those which have been under way for at least some weeks, about 2 5 

percent are lagging. 

The reasons for unsatisfactory progress as reported by the f ie ld 

engineers are as follows: 

Wo, of Projects Percentage 

1 , Labor 66 1 0 

2 . Management 13'4 19 

Equipment and Materials 2 1 5 3 1 

hm Combination of above reasons 1 6 3 2U 

5° Weather 9H ih 

6 . Hiscellanecus 1 2 2 

Totals 69O 1 0 0 

The 1 9 ^ 7 construction year will start with a considerable 

of uncompleted projects . 

( 3 ) The record of contracts awarded for the calendar year 



Since the cause producing the largest percentage of delay on 

the going program is the lack or slow delivery cf equipment and materials, 

those became very important in gaging tho probable program for 13^7* 

As yet we are unable to forecast the equipment or repair parts supply. 

The availabil i ty cf materials should improve in ruture months. 

The States have been circularised and they have estimated their 

requirements for structural stool for the calendar year lSr+7 to be approxi

mately 400S000 tons. In our discussions with the representatives of the 

steel industry they have indicated that this amount will be made available. 

Based on the total estimated construction cost for 13^7i ^bc 

estimated cement requirements will be l6,646,000 barrels. This figure is 

obtained by using a cement factor derived from quantities and cost of 

cement used in previous years. The Portland Cement Association has advised 

that during I9U6 between 1SO»OCOSCCO and IS5,000,000 barrels of cement 

wore produced (figures not f ina l ) . Ihcy estimate that 19V? production 

will amount to approximately 200,000,000 barrels. At the present time 

cement is scarce in certain sections of tho country, particularly in 

tho southwest, and it is estimated that it will continue so for the f i rs t 

quarter of 13^7, Thereafter i t appears that sufficient cement should be 

available to take care cf the States' requirements, 

Based on the above mentioned construction cost, the estimated 

requirements fcr lumber for I 9H7 will amount to approximately 165,000 KBH, 

^hc best information available, principally from trade magazines, indicates 

that while lumber is s t i l l somewhat scarce, production is gradually being 
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increased and that later on in the year there should he sufficient lumber 

available to take care of the requirements. 

Ve have been assured that ample bituminous materials will be 

available throughout the United States. 

(5) Unit prices for contract items. 

There i s attached a comparison between I9VJ and 19^6 prices for the 

items appearing in Federal aid construction contracts. While there is an 

increase in al l items, there appear many inconsistencies in the very wide 

variations among the items for which l i t t l e logical reason would seem to 

exist and some contradiction. For example, while the increase in common 

excavation i s 60 percent, the increase in borrow is 115 percent. This 

surely appears contrary to our bel ief that the efficiency of hauling equip

ment has been materially increased. The increase in the item of common 

dry excavation is 110 percent, although excavation equipment has certainly 

teen improved and is more generally used in replacement of higher cost 

methods. Bituminous surface treatment shows the lowest increase for any 

item of only 15 percent. Structural concrete shows an increase of 9^ per

cent for superstructures, and again the apparent inconsistency of 101 per

cent increase in the same item for substructures, exclusive of foundation 

and footings. There may be some reasonable justif ication for some of 

these variations, but they are certainly not self-revealing. 

During the year there haS been some irri tat ion expressed by State 

highway departments and by contractors as to the pol icy followed by Public 

Scads in requesting an analysis of costs to support bid prices. A careful 

study of the actual weighted average bid prices, with their wide variation 

1*1 percentages of increase should be convincing that cost analyses are 

required as a procedure in the prudent management of public funds. 
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(6 ) Compensation rates for construction. 

Supervision and labor. 

The comparison between 193^ and I9U6 supervisory and labor rates 

JS shown as follows: 

Classification 
Smployment Comnensation Average Hate 

J Total U Total r>er 
Han-Hcurs Bav P.oll -Ian-Hour 

123S L_.B5EZLI9II.L_L 19^^" 1^33" ; 1946" 

Supervisory, etc . IS.9 1U.9 19-0 1S.1 $0.72 $1.39 

Skilled 10.9 2U.3 11.0 32.3 1.01 1.51 

Intermediat e 19.9 V 2H. 5 20.0 2U.7 0.63 1.lU 

Unskilled 5O.3 36.3 50.0 £4.9 O.39 O.7S 

Totals or Averages 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.C $0.57 $l.lU 

Part of Total Construction Cost : 1935 
formed by Pay r^l l in : )o 
Highway Construction Work : 2k.U 

Again, with reference to the Economic He^ort r -

"This policy by no means forestal ls the expansion of public works 

as a sustaining factor i f recessions or depressions should unfortunately 

develop despite our best efforts to avoid them. The very procedure 

necessary for long-term regularized expenditure wi l l pave the way for more 

effective emergency use than in the past . , r 

The highway construction industry i s deeply affected by the lack 

°f stabilization of the public works program on a long-term basis. It is 

important that highway o f f i c i a l s , contractors and a l l cf the construction 

industry take thought for any contingency that might require an expansion 

31-3 
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of public works. We do not wish again to be unprepared to the extent 

that work re l ief expenditures shall go into unplanned and unprofitable 

undertakings. 

Great strides have been made in planning the road program ahead. 

There is one essential element, however, that has constantly imposed 

great delays upon the actual undertaking of well planned improvements. 

This is land acquisition. 

Too often in the past, the character of read improvements under

taken has been governed by the limitations rf shortsighted land 

acquisition measures. When the acquirement of land is postponed, as 

usually i t has been, until the very moment of need for construction 

purooses, i t is often discovered that the land actually wanted cannot 

be obtained without long delay. Time pressing, plans are altered to 

require less, or more available land, and in the end i t is found that 

too much has been paid for inadequate takings. 

The causes of these conditions are mainly two: One is the 

failure to plan and provide funds for land purchases sufficiently in 

advance cf the occasion for road construction. The other involves 

the cumbersome and time-consuming land acquisition processes prescribed 

by the laws of many States. If the rebuilding of Federal-aid routes, 

and the construction of the national system of interstate highways and 

other expressway f ac i l i t i e s are to be unwarped by right-of-way compro

mises, both of these causes must be recognized end remedied. 

Provision has already been made by the Congress in the Defense 

Highway Act of 19^1, Public Law I'D. lH6 of I9U3 , and the Federal-aid 

Highway- Act cf I 9 I & , for the survey and advance planning of highway 
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construction projects, and the acquisition cf necessary rights-of-way, 

The further need in remedy of the f i rs t of the causes mentioned is 

the similar and sufficient appropriation of immediately expendable 

funds by some States and their subdivisions fer the advance acquisi

tion of the necessary lands. 

An adequate remedy for the second cf the causes referred to 

will recuire the more diff icul t revision cf legally established methods 

of public land acquisition in some Sta.tes. The common defect of many 

of the varied methods used to acquire right-of-wa.y, is that they 

postpone the public possession of required lands until the compensa

tion due private owners has been f inal ly determined by legal processes 

which involve many poss ib i l i t ies cf delay and obstruction. 

An il lustration of the time that may thus be lost between the 

commencement cf condemnation proceedings and the beginning of con

struction operations occurred in the widening cf Woodward Avenue in 

Detroit, Michigan. Delay of almost a year and a half was occasioned 

in this instance largely by the death of a juror, which invalidated 

the whole procedure and required a new tr ial to be instituted. The 

case cost the c i ty of Detroit $ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 and the public was deprived 

of the benefits that would have resulted from an early completion of 

the improvement. While other elenients may have contributed to the 

delay, such as the very requirement of a unanimous jury, indiscrim

inate adjournments and lack cf supervision by the court, provision 

fer early possession pending the action would have faci l i tated the 

completion of the project . 
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Fortunately, there are among the methods In use, a few recently 

developed and closely similar in their essential requirements, that 

avoid these delays and yet afford ample protection of the rights of 

private property owners. Where these methods obtain, as in l~ew York, 

for example, the condemning public authority, following reouired 

-preliminaries, simply f i l e s a plat and description of the property to 

tc acquired, and after notice to the owner of such action, the 

appropriation is complete and t i t l e to the property vests in the State. 

If offers of the condemner are then rejected, the former owner must 

f i l e a claim for the value of the property with the State ccurt , which 

makes an award after hearing a l l the evidence. 

In the absence of adequate provision of this character, the 

rebuilding of Federal-aid routes and the logical development of the 

National system of interstate highways will inevitably be subject to 

long and costly delays and l i t igat ion, and public benefits of the 

needed fac i l i t i e s wi l l meanwhile remain unrealised. 

It Is perhaps unnecessary to accent so strongly before a group 

which has experienced so many delays in their operations, the essen

t ia l i ty of the land acouisition program and the revision of the 

archaic laws governing the procedures. Both the public and industry 

v i l l benefit by a correction of this situation. 



blllGKBZD Av_HAG3 BID PRICBS FOR HIGHWAY COITSTSUC-IOIT 
III THB UHITBD STATES AS SE0:E! 3Y FORM PPL U5 

I T E M S 
* 

i34o 1946 Increase 

Steel 

Bases 

Suifaces 

Fine 

(Borrow c ,y . 0.27 
(Common c .y . 0,20 

;avation (Unclassified c y . 0.21 
(.Solid Rock c .y . 0,59 

(Common; Dry Excavation ) T T n . „. s (Unclassmed 
c .y . 
c .y . 

1,17 
1.19 

(Pavement Reinforcement lbs . o.o4i 
(Structural " lbs e 0.-044 
(Structural Stoel lbs 0 O.O63 

(G-ravel and Clay C-ravel s,y. 0*21 
(Macadam or Stone s.y. 0.5S 
(Portland Cement Concrete s.y. 1 = 72 

(Gravel and Clay Gravel s.y. 0.13 
(Bituminous Surface 
( Treatment s.y. 0.20 
(Bituminous Road-Mix s.y. 0,2S 
(Bituminous Intermediate 
( Surfaces s.y, 0,̂ 4-3 
(Bituminous Concrete s.y. 0-75 
(Portland Cement Concrete s.y. 1.6l 

(Cast Iron - l_ i f l , f . 3*55 
(Clay - 6" l „ f . O.36 
(Concrete Reinforced - 24" l . f . 2.SS 
(Galvanized Iron - 24'1 l . f . 2.55 

(Superstructures c .y . 19-95 
„ , (Substructures Concrete , (Foundations and 

c .y . IS. 26 

( Footings c .y . 17 „ lo 

0,5s 
0,32 
0>4o 
l . l4 

2.46 
2CS5 

0.057 
0,072 
0.09S 

0,35 
0.92 
2.76 

O.lo 

0.23 
0.44 

0.5s 
i a o 
2.65 

7^07 
0,91 
4.i4 
3-55 • 

3S,64 
36.63 

33.77 

115 
60 
90 
93 

110 
139 

39 
64 
56 

67 
59 
60 

23 

15 
57 

35 
47 
65 

99 
153 
44 
39 

94 
101 

97 

* Average of 3 quarters of the Calendar Year 1340 


