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Chapter 2: A Crusade for Safety

The Federal System

When President Eisenhower took o�ce on January 20, 1953, he had

many issues to confront, particularly the Korean War, which ended in

July 1953. But �rst, the Nation's Governors wanted to raise an issue

that they thought the new President would be sympathetic to: the

balance between State and Federal authority. This issue had been at

the heart of the American political debate since before the drafting of

the Constitution, but had taken on new life during the aggressive

Presidencies of Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933-1945) and Harry S. Truman

(1945-1953).

With the �rst Republican President in

o�ce since 1933, the Governors

thought they �nally had a chance to

reverse the Washington power grab.

On January 21, 1953, the day after the

President's inauguration, Governor

Thornton and Governor Walter Kohler,

Jr., of Wisconsin lunched with the

President at the White House. In

addition to their lunch of fried chicken,

the Governors received a White House

tour conducted by the President. They

also discussed several topics with the

President, including the con�icts between Federal and State taxes on

the same products, such as gasoline, incomes, and automobiles.

Governor Thornton suggested that the Federal Government get out of

these �elds of taxation, which he said traditionally belonged to the

States.

That same day, the Governors' Conference Committee on

Intergovernmental Relations and Tax and Fiscal Policy met at the

May�ower Hotel in Washington. In addition to Governors Kohler and

Thornton, the committee included its chairman, Governor Alfred E.

Driscoll of New Jersey; James F. Byrnes of South Carolina; John D.

Lodge of Connecticut; G. Mennen Williams of Michigan; William S.

Beardley of Iowa; and J. Bracken Lee of Utah.

The committee had been convened because the Governors'

Conference had concluded that, "The tax policies of the federal

government have made it virtually impossible for the state and local

governments to obtain the revenues which they require." The

Governors were particularly concerned about the "levying of taxes

upon identical products by both state and federal governments" and

wanted the committee to explore the proposition that:

. . . more e�cient service to the citizens could be rendered

at lower cost if certain of the taxes now levied by the federal

government were abandoned to the states in lieu of federal

grants-in-aid.
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The committee decided that it would �rst review Federal grants for

highways and the 2-cent Federal gas tax that was deposited in the

treasury for general government purposes (it had been raised a half-

cent to help �nance the Korean War). It directed the Council of State

Governments to review the issue and provide a report for further

consideration.

The Council's report, completed on February 20, 1953, covered the gas

tax and Federal-aid highway program:

Although this change, if enacted, would result in a short-term loss of

Federal revenue, the loss would be made up by the e�ciency of

eliminating "the administrative duplication which now is part of the

Federal Highway Act." Also counter-balancing the loss, in philosophy if

not dollars, would be the rea�rmation of the States' responsibilities.

That would be "the primary gain to the nation," according to the

Council. Further, the Federal and State duplication of e�ort was "often

a waste of engineering personnel." The report ampli�ed this thought:

The BPR would, of course, be weakened by the proposal, and this was

recognized as a potential problem, especially for the Interstate

System:

Another concern was that pressure might be brought on the State

legislatures to build local and rural roads, rather than the important,

heavily traveled roads:

It is proposed that the Congress reduce federal

expenditures by discontinuing the grant-in-aid program for

highways, making special provision, however, for those

states with large public lands and sparse populations. It is

further proposed that at the same time legislation be

enacted repealing the federal gasoline tax, thereby

permitting the adoption of the two-cent tax in the several

States.

Every state now has a highway department with engineering

and construction talent of a professional nature . . . .

Competent professional people are . . . being attracted and

are increasingly being paid salary schedules to insure their

retention in the states. With these conditions, many

Governors, expert consultants and state legislators are

convinced that standards and speci�cations for road

construction and maintenance will be kept at a high level.

Countless hours of conference between state personnel and

federal o�cials in approving highway construction and

maintenance result in a waste of time on matters which

state administrators are capable of deciding for themselves.

This raises the issue whether the states, acting jointly,

cannot themselves supply the necessary coordinating

mechanism. Consideration could be given to forming

compacts among neighboring states to consult and plan

highway programs a�ecting their regions. A further

possibility is the proposal for a compact among all forty-

eight states in the highway �eld.



The Governor's Conference, as it had in the past, adopted the

proposal that the Federal Government relinquish the gas tax in favor

of the States.

On February 26, the White House held a conference on Federal-State

relations and reducing or eliminating costly programs and duplicate

taxation. Congressional leaders and Governor Allan Shivers of Texas,

president of the Governors' Conference, and Governors Byrnes,

Driscoll and Thornton, joined the meeting, which resulted in an

agreement to form a commission to address the issue. The President

participated in the conference from its start at 10 a.m., until he

departed at 1:45 p.m. for a gol�ng holiday in Augusta, Georgia.

The President, according to a White House statement after the

conference, favored a bipartisan commission that would propose

legislation "to eliminate hodge-podge duplication and waste in existing

Federal-state relations a�ecting governmental functions and taxation."

The President outlined the purpose of the meeting:

The goal of the commission, the President said, was "to safeguard the

objectives" of joint Federal-State programs "from the threat imposed

by existing confusion and ine�ciency."

On March 30, he sent a message to Congress on Federal Grants-in-Aid.

He was seeking, he said, a way "of achieving a sounder relationship

between Federal, State, and local governments." The present division

of activities had developed over "a century and a half of piecemeal

and often haphazard growth." In recent decades, this growth had

"proceeded at a speed defying order and e�ciency." Reacting to

emergencies and expanding public needs, the Federal Government

had launched one program after another, without ever taking time to

consider the e�ects of these actions on "the basic structure of our

Federal-State system of government."

The Federal Government had entered �elds that the President felt

were primarily the constitutional responsibility of local governments.

More than 30 Federal grant-in-aid programs existed, involving Federal

expenditures well over $2 billion a year. The result was "duplication

and waste." The impact of Federal grant-in-aid programs on the

This, however, is a matter for the individual state

legislatures to decide responsibly and responsively. No

gains to democratic state government can be achieved by

irresponsible appeal to high levels of government in order

to avoid making necessary local decisions.

The solution to these problems can be found in the

determination by the states, acting singly and in concert, to

modernize and maintain a system of highways adequate to

support present and emerging highway needs.

For a long time I have thought that there must be a

clari�cation of the responsibilities of the state and federal

governments in many �elds of public activity. The federal

government has assumed an increasing variety of functions,

many of which originated or are duplicated in state

government.

Another phase of this problem relates to taxation. The

existing systems of taxation, both at the federal and state

level, contain many gross inequalities insofar as the tax

burden between citizens of di�erent states is concerned.

There is often a pyramiding of taxation, state taxes being

super-imposed upon federal taxes in the same �eld.



States, he believed, had been especially profound. Whatever good

they accomplished, they also complicated State �nances and made it

di�cult for the States to provide funds for other important services.

The President believed that "strong, well-ordered State and local

governments" are essential to the Federal system of government.

Further, "Lines of authority must be clean and clear, the right areas of

action for Federal and State government plainly de�ned."

While concerned about this "major national problem," he wanted to

avoid any confusion about the purpose:

To address these issues, the President recommended that Congress

pass legislation to establish a Commission on Governmental Functions

and Fiscal Resources. The message explained the purpose:

The President's message did not mention the Federal gas tax or the

Federal-aid highway program, but both fell within the purpose of the

message. The Federal-aid highway program, in fact, was the Federal

Government's largest grant-in-aid program. Moreover, the gas tax had

long been eyed by the Governors as falling under their jurisdiction.

The Governors Conference had repeatedly adopted resolutions calling

for the Federal Government to abandon the tax and drop most of the

Federal-aid highway program.

Congress approved the President's request. Under Public Law 83-109,

approved by the President on July 10, 1953, the Commission on

Intergovernmental Relations was authorized to conduct the study of

Federal-State relations. Meyer Kestnbaum, Special Assistant to the

President, would head the 25-member Commission.

The Governors were right about one thing. President Eisenhower

agreed with them about the need to shift the balance-at least in

theory. But the Governors would soon �nd that he disagreed on one

important aspect of the debate: highways.

Business Advisory Committee

Although President Eisenhower would not become fully engaged in a

highway initiative until the Grand Plan speech in 1954, he acted on

highway safety in July 1953 when he met in the Cabinet Room of the

White House with 28 business leaders. He told the leaders that his

goal was to save 17,000 lives and $1.25 billion a year by reducing

accidents. According to an account in Transport Topics for August 3,

1953:

To reallocate certain of these activities between Federal and

State governments, including their local subdivisions, is in

no sense to lessen our concern for the objectives of these

programs. On the contrary, these programs can be made

more e�ective instruments serving the security and welfare

of our citizens.

The Commission should study and investigate all the

activities in which Federal aid is extended to State and local

governments, whether there is justi�cation for Federal aid

in all these �elds, whether there is need for such aid in

other �elds. The whole question of Federal control of

activities to which the Federal Government contributes

must be thoroughly examined.

The matter of the adequacy of �scal resources available to

the various levels of government to discharge their proper

functions must be carefully explored.



In July 1953, President Eisenhower met with

business leaders at the White House to discuss their

role in reducing highway accidents. (Photo from

Transport Topics, August 3, 1953.)

The article added that Light B. Yost, Director of Field Operations for

General Motors (GM), made clear that the modernization of roads,

which he said was lagging at the time, would have to be an important

element in the safety initiative. Highway modernization was not only

an economic and military necessity, but would make a major

contribution to highway safety.

Based on the discussions during the meeting, the President appointed

a 28-member Business Advisory Committee on Prevention of Motor

Vehicle Accidents. The members were selected to represent

agriculture, business, labor, women, public o�cials, organizations

(such as service, fraternal, religious, and veterans), and media of

public information. GM President Harlow H. Curtice, who had been

unable to attend the White House meeting, chaired the Advisory

Committee.

According to the BPR's annual report for 1954, the broad purpose of

the committee "was to lend the prestige and interest of the President

to the attainment of a tra�c-safety organization in every community

and to promote the e�ective community application of proved

techniques for tra�c safety." The BPR provided o�ce space in its

General Services Building headquarters as well as sta�, printing, and

supplies to support the committee.

The President

directed the

Advisory

Committee to

hold a three-day

Highway Safety

Conference in

Washington on

February 17-19,

1954. The goal of

the conference,

according to

Secretary of

Commerce

Sinclair Weeks,

was "to get an

e�ective safety organization in every community from coast to coast."

Secretary Weeks would serve as General Chairman of the White House

Conference. Rear Admiral Harold Blaine Miller, USN (Retired), would

serve as Conference Director. Miller, who had been the Navy

Department's Director of Public Information until his retirement in

1946, held the same title with the American Petroleum Institute and

was Executive Director of the Institute's Oil Information Committee. J.

W. Bethea, Director of the National Committee for Tra�c Safety,

served as Admiral Miller's assistant. As with past conferences, the BPR

provided sta� support.

On December 11, 1953, the President wrote to the Nation's Governors

to request their help:

President Eisenhower told the group . . . he is tired of having

three to four times as many persons killed a year on the

highways as were killed in Korea. He said the history of

e�orts to save lives on the highway shows that when

something is done on a coordinated basis the accident

trend drops sharply.

The president said that something-a truce-had been done

about saving lives in Korea and that there is good reason

why something should be done about highway accidents.
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Federal Charter for the National Safety Council

While at the "Summer White House" in Denver, Colorado, President

Eisenhower signed a bill on August 13, 1953, granting a Federal

charter to the National Safety Council.

The Council had been formed in 1913 by industrialists on the theory

that accidents of all types were preventable. Public Law 83-259

provided a charter to the Council as a nonpolitical organization that

would not contribute to or assist any political party or candidate. The

Council was one of several public service organizations, including the

American Red Cross and the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, granted such

charters.

As the Council pointed out, the charter did not grant Federal funds or

make the organization part of the Federal Government. The Council

would remain a privately �nanced and operated organization under

the control of its directors and trustees. The charter, however,

Sincerely,

Dwight D. Eisenhower

Dear Governor:

The mounting toll of death and injury on our highways long

ago reached a point of deep concern to all of us. It stands

before America as a great challenge-humanitarian and

economic-and must be met by urgent action.

I have examined the "Action Program for Highway Safety"

which you and the other Governors have developed in

cooperation with interested organizations and public

o�cials having jurisdiction over highway safety. It is a sound

and workable program, but e�ective citizen leadership is

needed to help you put this great crusade into organized

action on a scale far bigger than ever before.

Accordingly, I have called a Conference on Highway Safety

for Washington next February seventeenth, eighteenth and

nineteenth. The Conference will serve to focus more public

attention on the problem and stimulate active leadership in

every community.

I should appreciate your designating an appropriate group

of your outstanding citizens as a delegation to represent

your state. Since the Conference program will be built

around seven basic groups-labor, agriculture, business,

women, public o�cials, media of public information and

other organizations (service, fraternal, religious, veterans,

etc.), I would hope that your delegation will include

representatives from each of these categories.

Will you please forward the names of your state's delegates

to the Conference on Highway Safety, Room 1107, General

Services Building, Washington 25, D.C. Secretary of

Commerce Weeks, General Chairman, will send you detailed

background information on the Conference shortly.

Naturally, we would be happy to have present all Governors

whose schedules and responsibilities would permit

attendance. At any rate, I am depending on your active

cooperation and support to make this Conference more

e�ective.



President Eisenhower addresses the White

House Conference on Highway Safety on

February 17, 1954. (Courtesy Dwight

Eisenhower Library)

"bestows the prestige of governmental blessing" on the Council and

"stamps the Council's four decades of work and its present stature

and character with a seal of approval."

Ned H. Dearborn, the Council's President, said, "The new charter is a

challenge to better work and greater e�ort. It o�ers wider

opportunities. And with the help of all those who are now working

hard for safety, such an e�ort cannot fail."

(The Council remains in operation in 2003. Its mission: "to educate and

in�uence society to adopt safety, health and environmental policies,

practices and procedures that prevent and mitigate human su�ering

and economic losses arising from preventable causes." Highway safety

remains one of the Council's many concerns.)

White House Conference on Highway Safety

The White House

Conference on Highway

Safety was held in the

Departmental

Auditorium. The

President was one of the

�rst speakers to address

the more than 3,000

delegates during the

opening session on

February 17, 1954. An

account in Public

Safety magazine said:

After noting the privilege of addressing the conference, he began:

He acknowledged that this was a problem that "by its nature has no

easy solution." He did not intend to get into the technicalities of this

"many-sided" problem. However, he felt that the key was public

opinion. "In a democracy, public opinion is everything." He explained:

When President

Eisenhower strode to the speaker's platform as the red-

jacketed Marine Band struck up "Hail to the Chief," more

than 3,000 delegates, packing every nook and cranny of the

huge Departmental Auditorium stood up and applauded.

Nine governors and Chief Justice [Earl] Warren of the United

States Supreme Court �anked the President as he spoke.

The purpose of your meeting is one that is essentially local

or community in character. But when any particular activity

in the United States takes 38,000 American lives in one year,

it becomes a national problem of the �rst importance.

Consequently, this meeting was called, and you have

accepted the invitation, in an understanding between us

that it is not merely a local or community problem. It is a

problem for all of us, from the highest echelon of

Government to the lowest echelon: a problem for every

citizen, no matter what his station or his duty.

I was struck by a statistic that seemed to me shocking. In

the last 50 years, the automobile has killed more people in

the United States than we have had fatalities in all our wars:

on all the battle�elds of all the wars of the United States

since its founding 177 years ago

_J 
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Cartoon from Public Safety (March 1954)

coverage of the 1954 White House Conference

on Highway Safety.

If, he said, "we can mobilize a su�cient public opinion, this problem,

like all of those to which free men fall heir can be solved."

He had seen statistics indicating that in 1975, more than 80 million

automobiles would be using the Nation's roads:

He concluded by emphasizing the importance of mobilizing public

opinion in the cause of highway safety. He thanked the delegates for

attending and for participating in highway safety initiatives in their

communities. "I think you are engaged in something-I know you are

engaged in something that is not only to the welfare of every citizen of

the United States, but I believe that they realize it."

According to Transport Topics, many delegates arrived late and

missed the President's talk or saw it only on the four television sets

stationed in the lobby:

Other speakers followed up on the President's themes of public

opinion and public involvement. During the opening session, Secretary

Weeks said that after 30 years of experience, "we know what the

If there were

community

groups

established that

could

command the

respect and the

support of

every single

citizen of that

city or that

community, so

that the tra�c

policeman, so

that everyone

else that has a responsibility in this regard, will know that

public opinion is behind him. Because I have now arrived at

the only point that I think it worthwhile to try to express to

you, because in all the technicalities of this thing you know

much more than I do.

Now, the Federal Government is going to do its part in

helping to build more highways and many other facilities to

take care of those cars. But 80 million cars on our highways!

I wonder how people will get to highway conferences to

consider the control of highway tra�c. It is going to be a job.

But that �gure does mean this: we don't want to try to stop

that many automobiles coming-I am sure Mr. Curtice

doesn't anyway-we want them. They mean progress for our

country. They mean greater convenience for a greater

number of people, greater happiness, and greater

standards of living. But we have got to learn to control the

things that we must use ourselves, and not let them be a

threat to our lives and to our loved ones.

Delegates to the White House Conference on Highway

Safety came to grips with one of the great problems of their

mission even before the meeting got underway. With 3,000

persons converging during the morning rush hour on

Washington's Departmental Auditorium, where the general

sessions were held, tra�c snarls developed on the streets

leading to the building, delaying some of the delegates.
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preventive measures are and how to apply them."

They were embodied in the Action Program "covering the �elds of

education, engineering, accident records, enforcement, motor vehicle

administration, laws and ordinances, public information and public

support." He added, "We will aim at the task of mobilizing widespread

and intensive support for crucial parts of the program."

Governor Thornton, also speaking during the opening session, told the

delegates:

He added that, "neither peace among nations nor peace on the

highways will come as a miracle. Each is a day-by-day achievement."

Chief Justice Warren discussed the problem from a legal perspective.

"Tra�c safety is a basic problem of American life," he said. After citing

some of the problems caused by accidents, he explained:

Secretary of Agriculture Ezra Taft Benson pointed out the importance

of tra�c safety to the farmer:

Robert B. Murray, Jr., Undersecretary of Commerce for Transportation,

urged public o�cials to identify the "people and organizations already

engaged in highway safety work. They will provide a most important

asset in further awakening public opinion to the tra�c safety

problem."

Tra�c safety experts, such as Franklin M. Kreml, also addressed the

conference. Kreml was Director of the recently established

Transportation Center at Northwestern University. He told the

delegates that developing vigorous public support at the local level

could save 20,000 lives and prevent 600,000 injuries a year:

While receiving the delegates' suggestions on the �nal day of the

conference, Vice President Nixon acknowledged the seriousness of the

problem. "It is more dangerous to go to work these days than it is to

To achieve and maintain peace on the highways, we don't

need to organize the whole population, just those with the

energy, interest, intelligence, and persistence to tackle the

job and stick to it day after day, year after year, taking each

new step as the next stepping stone becomes visible.

Its solution calls for universal understanding of its

magnitude and of the factors implicit in it, as well as a

determination to eliminate the dangers to life and the

economic losses occasioned by negligence, indi�erence and

lawlessness.

One of the most important phases of the problem is the

disposition of twelve million tra�c cases annually in our

tra�c courts. Congestion of calendars, haphazard practices

and the lack of well conceived programs of enforcement

contribute greatly to our di�culties.

Farm residents su�er more fatal motor vehicle accidents

than any other type of accident . . . . Farm production is vital

to America's welfare-now and in the future. The huge waste

of vital farm manpower and material resources caused by

accidents must be stopped.

Without organized citizen action, we cannot expect to get

sound o�cial action-by the police, courts, engineers,

educators, and driver license authorities-and without that,

we can't bring down the death toll.



Following the 1954 White House Conference

on Highway Safety, President Eisenhower

(second from left) congratulated the

Steering Committee (Governor Dan

Thornton of Colorado, left, and Harlow

Curtice, President of General Motors) and

Rear Admiral Harold B. Miller, the

Conference Director

work." He appreciated the participation of citizens, saying, "this is a

problem which must be solved on Main Street instead of Pennsylvania

Avenue."

Public Safety magazine

summarized the

highlights of the White

House Conference on

Highway Safety:

1. Every Governor is

urged to call annual

governor's

conferences to

mobilize safety

e�orts in the

pattern of the

White House

meetings.

2. The President and

48 governors are

asked to proclaim a

month-long safety

campaign annually to promote public understanding and

support of the accident prevention program.

3. Business leaders pledge initiative in developing community

support organizations for tra�c safety.

4. Labor gives assurance it will be more active in tra�c safety by

giving assistance on tra�c commissions or boards, by a�liation

with various civic and service clubs in the interest of carrying the

community safety campaign to them, and by whatever service it

can o�er law enforcement agencies.

5. Recommended that highway and police personnel be built up to

minimum standards at least.

6. Suggested that land grant colleges, with their extension and

continuing education services, be used to extend tra�c safety

education, especially among farm groups, and that 4-H clubs,

Future Farmers of America and other rural youth groups be

included in the planning and action phases of all rural tra�c

safety programs.

7. Media (Radio and TV, daily and weekly newspapers, magazines,

outdoor advertising and motion pictures) o�er approximately 50

speci�c moves designed to put all its forces-written, oral and

visual-back of the President in launching the greatest "Crusade

for Safety" in the nation's history-with every American asked to

sign this safety pledge:

8. Women's groups pledge support to tra�c law enforcement and

cooperation with professional tra�c safety people by study of

inventory needs, o�ering local help in planning remedial

programs.

9. Recommended that safety education be expanded in elementary

and high schools, including driving courses.

The President's Action Committee for Tra�c Safety

"I personally pledge myself to drive and walk safely

and think in terms of safety.

"I pledge myself to work through my church, civic,

business and labor groups to carry out the White

House action program for highway safety.

"I give this pledge in seriousness and earnestness,

having considered fully my obligation to protect my

life and the lives of my family and my fellow man."

\\'.'ell Done! From le-h: Governor O.m Thomron of Colorado.,. rhe P ... esl
dmt, H. H . Cu.rtic::r 1 miember of .. teering Committee tmd Rt-:1.r Admi.ta.l 
Ha,old B. Miller, Conference Di,ccmr. 
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On April 13, 1954, President Eisenhower

established an Action Committee for Tra�c

Safety.

During the

conference, the Vice

President announced

that the President

would form an Action

Committee for Tra�c

Safety that would

include the chairmen

of the seven basic

committees of the

White House

Conference on

Highway Safety. The

Committee met and

was designated in the

Oval O�ce of the White House on April 13, 1954. The original

members were:

Harlow H. Curtice, President, GMC, representing business;

Raymond Leheney, Secretary-Treasurer, Union Label and Service

Trades Department, American Federation of Labor, presenting

labor;

Michael J. Quill, President of the United Transportation Workers,

Congress of Industrial Organizations, also representing labor;

Charles F. McCahill, Senior Vice President, Forest City Publishing

Company, Cleveland, Ohio, representing media of information;

Charles B. Shuman, President of the Illinois Agricultural

Association, representing agriculture;

Robert B. Snodgrass, Vice President for local safety organizations

of the National Safety Council, representing organizations;

Mrs. Raymond Sayre of Iowa, past national President, Associated

Countrywomen of America, representing women; and

Governor Dan Thornton, representing public o�cials.

In a letter that same day to Curtice, the President explained that he

did not want to lose the enthusiasm generated by the White House

Conference on Tra�c Safety. Therefore, he had decided "to have a

national committee for tra�c safety formed to follow through on the

�ne work begun by the business group."

During an organizational meeting, the members selected Admiral

Miller as the volunteer director. GM's Yost was appointed secretary,

while Bethea became the committee's sta� director. Curtice secured

private funds to pay Bethea's salary and expenses.

The President's Action Committee for Tra�c Safety was, according to

the BPR's 1954 annual report, "the �rst continuing action group ever

created by Presidential appointment." The report summarized the

purpose:

They would, in short, provide a direct line of coordination from the

White House to the grass roots e�orts of the communities.

Labor Day, 1954

One of the National Safety Council's promotional activities was pre-

holiday fatality predictions intended to alert drivers to the need for

safe driving. For Labor Day 1954, the Council predicted 390 fatalities

would occur during the holiday.

The group was established to coordinate activities of

various autonomous national organizations in the tra�c-

safety �eld, and to promote e�ective citizen support, at the

community level, for proven methods of improving street

and highway safety.

e. from 1c n · 
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i,nt; 1--:la~low H . llrti<:e, Detroit ; Chari F. Mc• 
a . Cle~·eland ; and Mr . Ra)'mood .i)•re, ckwortb, Iowa . 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

https://highways.dot.gov/sites/fhwa.dot.gov/files/inline-images/safe17.jpg


As part of his safety initiative, President

Eisenhower met with Truck Driver of the Year

Gomer W. Bailey and his wife in June 1954. The

Baileys, of Denver, Colorado, presented the

President with a model truck for his grandson

David. The President and Mr. Bailey discussed

highway safety and their shared passion for

�shing in the �elds and streams of Colorado.

Mr. Bailey told reporters, "He's such a swell

guy." (Courtesy Dwight Eisenhower Library)

Just before the

holiday, the President

issued a statement on

September 3, 1954,

from the "Summer

White House" at

Lowry Air Force Base

in Colorado regarding

the Labor Day

weekend:

After the holiday, Council President Dearborn sent a telegram to

President Eisenhower:

A year ago, at

this time, four

hundred and

�ve men,

women and

children, along

with millions of

other

Americans,

were looking

forward to summer's last big outing-the Labor Day

weekend. Three days later, these 405 were dead.

They died in holiday tra�c accidents just as similar

accidents had taken 480 lives the year before, and 461 the

year before that.

I have just been given a grim forecast. The experts say that,

over this Labor Day weekend, before our people go back to

work on Tuesday, 390 people will lose their lives in this

needless way.

Do we have to let this happen? Have we reached the point

where we are helpless in the face of a prediction that almost

four hundred of us will kill ourselves or someone else over a

weekend?

To everyone who gets behind a steering wheel during the

Labor Day weekend I make this appeal:

Let's be careful this weekend. Let's stay alert. Let's

remember the simple rules of the road. Let's fool the

experts. Let's all be alive next Tuesday.
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Dearborn pledged the Council's full and complete cooperation with

the President and the Committee "to see that the tra�c toll keeps

right on coming down.

President Eisenhower replied by telegram:

Safe Driving Day

One of the activities that emerged from the conference was an annual

Safe Driving (S-D) Day. Under the concept, the President would ask

each Governor to proclaim the day and to appoint State S-D directors.

In turn, the Governors would ask each community to appoint a local

director.

S-D Day would be preceded by 10 days of intensive education through

all channels of communication to alert the public to S-D Day and

encourage the support of every individual in the e�ort. The National

Safety Council prepared materials, such as a booklet titled What You

Can Do to Make S-D Day a Success, to distribute in advance of the day.

As Public Safety magazine put it, the idea was to "demonstrate tra�c

accidents can be reduced materially when all drivers and pedestrians

ful�ll their moral and civic responsibilities."

The �rst S-D Day was Wednesday, December 15, 1954. President

Eisenhower played a key part in increasing public awareness. He

asked Governor Thornton to "enlist the support of all the Governors"

for S-D Day. Working with Governor Robert F. Kennon of Louisiana,

chairman of the Governor's Conference, Governor Thornton asked

each Governor to take three actions:

1. Designate a State S-D director to head up the program on a

statewide basis.

I am sure you will be glad to know that Labor Day holiday

tra�c death toll of 364 was lowest for any Labor Day

holiday since 1948. This was 26 below our pre-holiday

estimate of 390 . . . .

We are sure that the emphasis given the need for greater

highway safety over the holiday in your statement of last

Friday, and the activities of the President's Action

Committee for Tra�c Safety, played a big part in the

relatively low Labor Day toll. We also are sure that you and

your Committee are helping importantly in focusing public

attention on the need for day-by-day care, courtesy and

common sense on the highway. While the Labor Day toll

was still tragically high, we believe that taken in conjunction

with the Fourth of July toll and the steady decline in tra�c

deaths month by month this year it re�ects an increasing

public awareness of the accident problem and the need for

accident prevention.

I deeply appreciate your telegram. No American can take

satisfaction in a tra�c death toll still so tragically high.

That we lost 26 fewer Americans than experts expected

would die in accidents over last weekend should mean to us

only that we now have proof that we can, if only we will,

largely eliminate this monstrous daily slaughter on the

Nation's roads and highways. To that objective I know every

responsible citizen will continue to devote himself.

I am delighted to have your powerful statement on behalf of

the National Safety Council reiterating its determination to

forge steadily ahead in this �eld.



2. Call upon all mayors and county o�cials to enlist in the program,

asking each to designate a local S-D director.

3. Issue an o�cial proclamation on November 15 designating

December 15 as S-D Day, and calling on all organizations to

develop de�nite activity to e�ectuate the program.

On November 16, President Eisenhower issued a statement about S-D

Day:

His comment on 1954 fatalities was a reference to the fact that tra�c

deaths had dropped in October 1954 for the 10  month in a row,

compared with the same month in 1953.

On December 8, he began his press conference with an appeal for

public support:

My fellow citizens:

December 15  this year will be Safe Driving Day-a day

proclaimed throughout America by your governors, mayors

and county o�cials in cooperation with the President's

Action Committee for Tra�c Safety. This Committee is a

volunteer group of citizens working, at my request, to

reduce fatalities and accidents on our nation's streets and

highways.

All of us agree with the purpose of Safe Driving Day. It is to

save lives and to prevent injuries. No endeavor could be

more worthy of our universal cooperation. None is more

urgent.

On this December �fteenth I hope that every American will

help make it a day without a single tra�c accident

throughout our entire country.

How can we best do this? Three things are essential.

First, let's each of us make sure that we obey tra�c

regulations.

Second, let's follow common sense rules of good

sportsmanship and courtesy.

Third, let's each one of us resolve that, either as drivers or

as pedestrians, we will stay alert and careful, mindful of the

constant possibility of accidents caused by negligence.

If every one of us will do these three things, Safe Driving Day

can be a day without a tra�c accident in all of America.

Last year, when I called a national conference on highway

safety, Americans were being killed in tra�c accidents at the

rate of 38,000 a year. A million more were being injured.

This year, although we are driving more cars more miles

than ever before, the number of deaths and injuries is

smaller. Clearly, we have found that it is not necessary to

have more and more deaths and injuries.

I believe we can do even better-and that we must do better.

Each of us must help.

Won't you do your part on December �fteenth to help stop

death and injury on the highways and roads of America?

Let's make Safe Driving Day an overwhelming success, and

our nation's standard for the future.

th

th



He added, "This is, I say, a request, and it is not trying to tell anybody

his business."

He �lmed a message on December 14, again calling on the Nation to

walk and drive cautiously:

On S-D Day, December 15, he started a news conference by saying,

"Good Morning. I suppose you would expect me to mention that this is

Safe Driving Day, and I am really hoping for the very best." He said he

had been noti�ed that a petition was "on the way to my desk,

somewhere in the mailroom," from 20,000 people from one city

o�ering their cooperation. "I hope it is certainly e�ective, not only in

that city but everywhere."

The results were not as dramatic as had been hoped. On the

comparable Wednesday in 1953 (December 16), 60 people were killed

and 1,807 people were injured on the Nation's highway in 4,907

crashes. On the �rst S-D Day in 1954, 51 people were killed and 966

were injured in 3,935 crashes.

An editorial in Public Safety magazine asked if all the e�ort put into S-

D Day had been worthwhile. After citing the statistics, the editorial

stated:

I have designated December 15 as Safe Driving Day, and I

have got a tremendous conviction the United States can do

anything it wants to. I would like to get you to transmit

requests to all your bosses-editors and the publishers and

everybody else, the people that run the radio and television

and telenews, and everything. Let's get safe driving in the

headlines and prominent places on December 14  and 15 ,

and see what a record we can make for December 15.

th th

At the request of the Governors and other o�cials, I have

designated tomorrow, December 15, as Safe Driving Day.

I have a deep conviction that the United States can do

anything to which 160 million citizens set their hearts and

minds. If we are determined to have a day without a tra�c

accident in all of America, we can have it.

So let us see how many highway deaths and injuries we can

prevent by obeying tra�c regulations, following simple rules

of good sportsmanship and courtesy, and staying alert and

careful-whether we are driving or walking.

Let us establish an unblemished record of safety on Safe

Driving Day, and then make that record our standard for the

future.



President Eisenhower chose his

friend and informal advisor,

Retired General Lucius D. Clay

(left), to head the Advisory

Committee on a National

Highway Program.

The editorial concluded by answering its own question: "What about S-

D Day? In our considered judgment, it was tremendously worthwhile."

An accompanying article observed:

Overall, tra�c deaths declined from 38,300 in 1953 to 36,300 in 1954-

a drop of 5 percent. It was the lowest total since 1950 despite a 20-

percent increase in motor vehicle mileage. The fatality rate had been

6.5 deaths per 100 million vehicle miles, down from 7.1 in 1953 (and

7.6 in 1950). However, the string of monthly reductions had come to a

halt in November when fatalities were slightly higher than in

November 1953. Fatalities in December 1954 were again below

December 1953 (3,730 in 1954 compared with 3,920 in 1953).

Congress Considers the Grand Plan

Following Vice President Nixon's

announcement of the President's

Grand Plan for highway

improvement on July 12, 1954, the

Nation's Governors formed a

committee to work with the

President's Advisory Committee on a

National Highway Program, headed

by retired General Lucius D. Clay, a

close friend and advisor of the

President. The goal was to develop

recommendations for transmittal to

Congress to use in developing

legislation to implement the

President's vision. Working with the

Governors' committee, the Clay

Committee developed a plan to

�nance construction of the Interstate

System. The Federal Government

Were these nine lives worth all the trouble and shouting?

They were if one of them happened to be yours-or that of

someone you love!

And the S-D Day bonus went far beyond those nine lives. It

bene�ted several hundred people who would have been

injured in tra�c accidents on S-D Day had the toll been

normal instead of below normal.

And think what the lowered S-D Day toll meant to the

thousands of drivers who were spared dented fenders or

worse from minor accidents that might have happened that

day but didn't!

And if the nine lives saved still seem pathetically few in

terms of the big build-up, just extend that 17.5 per cent

saving to the entire year of 1954. If the reduction e�ected

on S-D Day could have prevailed every day of 1954, more

than 6,000 lives would have been saved!

One thing is certain-there were few, if any, people in the

United States who didn't know that S-D Day was going to be

observed on Wednesday, December 15, and that every man,

woman and child throughout America was expected to play

his or her part in making the day a success.

Gco,nl Lunus D. Cl•r (l<ft), vi,ws oru,dd ol "T~ Cicy," 
buil1 by Auwm(l(ive Sdtl)' Found1111tOa to dmula.tc in'f11!:rr:S1 

a fmi<lrf1t'i- Na.tiooal Hi_gla~y Progn.m, :3..5 Arth\lr 0. Dictt. 
..\Sf trn~trr, kiok.J Qlll.. Model '&\ill :iOOD. go ua n;ationwide tour. 

https://highways.dot.gov/sites/fhwa.dot.gov/files/inline-images/safe19.jpg


would issue bonds to pay for construction over a 10-year period and

use revenue from the Federal excise tax on gasoline to retire the

bonds.

President Eisenhower submitted the plan to Congress on February 22,

1955. After explaining how the proposal came about, the President's

transmittal letter cited the "inescapable evidence that action,

comprehensive and quick and forward-looking, is needed." He listed

four points, beginning with:

The other points were the costs resulting from the poor condition of

the road net, the inadequacy of the road net if cities had to be

evacuated in advance of an atomic attack, and the increasing cost of

congestion as tra�c grows.

The President endorsed the Clay Committee's recommendations for

�nancing construction of the Interstate System and other highways,

but he recognized that "the vastness of the highway enterprise fosters

varieties of proposals which must be resolved into a national highway

pattern." Nevertheless, he said, the Clay Committee's report and a

pending BPR report on highway needs "should generate recognition of

the urgency that presses upon us; approval of a general program that

will give us a modern safe highway system; realization of the rewards

for prompt and comprehensive action. They provide a solid

foundation for a sound program."

The Clay Committee's report, A Ten-Year National Highway Program,

described the de�ciencies of the Nation's highways in detail. Turning

to the safety problem, the report stated that "the safety factor must

assume large importance." The report quoted the President's

comment that the annual death toll was "comparable to the casualties

of a bloody war, beyond calculation in dollar terms." The report also

quoted a report by the Governors' highway committee:

Upgrading the Nation's highways would be an important element in

the e�ort to reduce accidents, as the Clay Committee's report

explained:

First. Each year, more than 36,000 people are killed and

more than a million injured on the highways. To the home

where the tragic aftermath of an accident on an unsafe road

is a gap in the family circle, the monetary worth of

preventing that death cannot be reckoned. But reliable

estimates place the economic cost of the highway accident

toll to the Nation at more than $4.3 billion a year.

A simple dollar standard will not measure the "savings" that

might be secured if our highways were designed to promote

maximum safety, so that lives were not lost and injuries

sustained in accidents caused by unsafe highways . . . . But

whatever the potential saving in life and limb may be, it

lends special urgency to the design and construction of an

improved highway network.



Senator Albert Gore, Sr.,

D-Tn., Chairman,

Subcommittee on Roads,

United States Senate.

The President's proposal received a

mixed reaction in Congress. Although

support for the Interstate System and

other highway improvements was

widespread, the �nancing mechanism

conceived by the Clay Committee was

widely derided. Even Republican leaders

in Congress gave only token support to

the concept. As a result, the President's

expectation that action would occur in

1955 would be frustrated. The Senate

approved a bill introduced by Senator

Albert Gore, Sr. (D-Tn.), Chairman of the

Subcommittee on Roads, that di�ered

from the President's bill in many

respects. It was silent on �nancing

because under the Constitution, the House of Representatives initiates

tax legislation.

Opposition from highway interests that wanted the Interstate System

but did not want to pay for its construction resulted in defeat of the

President's proposal in the House on July 27, 1955. Moments later, the

House also rejected an alternative developed by Representative

George Fallon (D-Md.), Chairman of the Subcommittee on Roads,

based on increasing the gas tax to �nance construction on a pay-as-

you-go basis. The giant road bill that everyone wanted was dead for

the year.

The next day, the President issued a statement expressing his deep

disappointment about the House's action:

He expressed hope that Congress would reconsider the matter, but

that was not to be in 1955. Congress adjourned without taking further

action on the President's Grand Plan.

Replacement of the obsolete and dangerous highway

facilities which contribute to this tragic condition with roads

of modern design will substantially reduce this toll. The

death rate on high-type, heavily traveled arteries with

modern design, including control of access, is only a fourth

to a half as high as it is on less-adequate highways. The

average motorist today will undoubtedly be surprised to

learn that he pays considerably more for insurance to

protect himself against accident costs than he pays in State

fuel tax and license fees which supply almost the entire

�nancial support for the streets and highways over which he

operates.

The nation badly needs new highways. The good of our

people, of our economy and of our defense, requires that

construction of these highways be undertaken at once.

There is di�erence of conviction, I realize, over means of

�nancing this construction. I have proposed one plan of

�nancing which I consider to be sound. Others have

proposed other methods. Adequate �nancing there must

be, but contention over the method should not be

permitted to deny our people these critically needed roads.

Sen. Albert Gore 
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Representative

George H. Fallon, D-

Md., Chairman,

Subcommittee on

Roads, U.S. House

of Representatives.

Facing up to the Problem

In June 1955, Rear Admiral Miller reported on

the progress of the President's Action

Committee for Tra�c Safety. He saw

encouraging signs that "we are facing up to the

seriousness of the problem and are doing

something about it." In particular, the report

explained that tra�c deaths had declined by

2,000 from 1953 (38,300) to 1954 (36,300). This

5-percent reduction in deaths, the report stated,

was the �rst reduction since 1949 and the �rst

continuous downward trend since World War II.

From its inception, the Action Committee had

focused on encouraging the activities of existing

national, State, and local organizations to

develop a favorable climate in which these

agencies and o�cials could operate most

e�ectively. The goal was community application

of the known techniques of tra�c safety. To this

end, the Action Committee had published a brochure titled Organize

Your Community for Tra�c Safety. It contained case histories of

successful community and State programs, along with the

recommendations emerging from the White House Conference on

Highway Safety.

Therefore, another positive sign was the fact that 250 communities

over 100,000 population had organized or made substantial

improvement in their safety organizations in 1954. Still, only 114 of the

1,399 communities over 10,000 population had e�ective safety

organizations. Admiral Miller said:

He added, "So our job is cut out for us if we are to achieve President

Eisenhower's goal of an e�ective tra�c safety organization in every

community."

A decision was pending on whether to hold another S-D Day. The

associations that had participated in S-D Day 1954 were enthusiastic

about holding a similar campaign, according to the Action

Committee's report, which stated:

Admiral Miller explained that the Action Committee and the

associations were considering modi�cations for S-D Day 1955. "We

may attempt, for example, to 'keep score' for a period of 10 days on

either side of S-D Day (proposed for December 1), thus providing a

three-week period in which to measure the e�ectiveness of the

program."

Overall, the Action Committee had identi�ed two fundamental

objectives for the year ahead:

Our hope for a continued reduction in the tra�c-accident

toll rests on community e�ort. An e�ective community

tra�c-safety program can best be assured through a

continuing citizens' organization which will mobilize public

opinion in support of the o�cials' responsible for tra�c and

safety. It is in this area that we must concentrate our e�ort

in the months ahead.

The primary purpose of the campaign was not simply a

single day of attention to safe driving, but rather an e�ort to

focus public attention on the need for year-around safe

driving and walking. Safety people are generally agreed that

such emphasis was e�ectively given, and that their own

continuing programs have bene�ted.
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1. further broadening and re�nement of the committee's e�orts to

stimulate e�ective community action, and

2. further development of liaison with other tra�c-safety agencies.

To help achieve these goals, the President's Action Committee for

Tra�c Safety established an Advisory Council including the principal

executive o�cers of national organizations with recognized highway

safety programs. Although the Advisory Council would not have a �xed

number of members, the initial membership was 21 individuals.

Harlow Curtice explained the purpose of the Advisory Council:

Curtice asked William Randolph Hearst, Jr., editor-in-chief of the

Hearst newspaper chain, to serve as chairman of the Advisory Council

in recognition of his "constructive leadership" in the area of highway

safety. The President wrote to Hearst on June 17, 1955, to thank him

for his willingness to serve as Chairman of the Advisory Council to the

Committee for Tra�c Safety:

Hearst, who agreed to serve on the Action Committee, was a logical

recruit to the President's crusade. In October 1952, Hearst had

launched The Hearst Newspapers' Campaign for Better Roads. Hearst

later said that, "We saw it as our job to explain the problem to our

readers and to get them to demand and support an adequate highway

construction program, nationally and locally."

"We missed no opportunity," Hearst said, "to keep the story in front of

our readers." The tireless drumbeat of news on the Nation's road

situation included page 1 stories, editorials, cartoons, interviews,

photographs, charts, and graphs. Between October 1952 and the end

of 1955, the Hearst Newspapers printed nearly 3 million lines on the

highway problem-enough to �ll an average-size metropolitan daily

newspaper for 76 straight days.

Safety was an important element of the highway campaign. Following

the White House Conference on Highway Safety, Hearst had published

an editorial in the Chicago Sunday American and 14 other Hearst

newspapers on February 21, 1954. He began:

The Council will be able to serve e�ectively in initiating

proposals for action to improve highway safety, and will act

also as a clearing house and appraisal body for technical

ideas submitted to the President's Committee.

The Committee will look to the Council for

recommendations regarding national special emphasis

programs and research needs in the tra�c safety �eld.

It is gratifying to know that you will be turning your interest

and broad experience in tra�c problems to the urgent

tra�c safety program.

In extension of this, I should like to ask you, as Chairman of

the Advisory Council, to serve also as an ex o�cio member

of the Committee. By doing so, you can contribute

signi�cantly to strengthened Committee liaison with the

national highway safety organizations represented on the

Advisory Council. I need not emphasize to you the

importance of a close tie between the two groups.



Representing New York media of information, Hearst found the

assignment a "very engrossing and challenging a�air." He came away

encouraged:

The delegates were dedicated to the cause and would "go back to

their home towns and get to work immediately to cut the tra�c toll by

40 percent." He added, "As I understand it, the men and women

gathered here are convinced that the kidding is all over." They would

"set up permanent, competently sta�ed organizations that will use the

techniques already tested."

One of those techniques was "rigid enforcement of correct laws." For

too long, Hearst said, Americans had tolerated inadequate tra�c laws

and loose enforcement because "we have a typical American

sympathy for a man who is in trouble because of something he did

wrong on the highways." Juries didn't like to convict motorists of

criminal negligence or homicide because the members felt "there but

for the grace of God, go I." Hearst was convinced these attitudes must

change:

If the cure for a disease that killed 38,000 and maimed,

crippled or injured 1,330,000 others were suddenly

discovered, it would be Page One News in every publication

in the land.

Or if in the Korean �ghting we had 38,000 killed in action

and another 1,330,000 wounded, there would have been a

nationwide demand for an end to that kind of bloodletting

unless, of course, it was leading to de�nite military results.

And yet, these are the shocking statistics of the toll taken

each year and we accept them with a complacency

unbecoming to us.

The �gures weigh heavily on my mind at the moment

because for the past three days I have been attending the

White House conference on highway safety in Washington

which President Eisenhower addressed Wednesday. Having

rejected two prepared speeches, the president talked o�

the cu� and from the heart, which is when he is at his best.

This is a disease for which there is already a serum. The

research has already been done and the cure is known. In a

few communities the treatment has been applied and the

cure accomplished. The job now is to get the serum to every

state, county, and community in this country.

Yet, unless our laws, our highway rules, are enforced right

down the line we are not going to save those 15,000

American men, women, and children.

This is the sort of thing that is going to be done, that must

be done, and your part and mine is to understand the

necessity for it and cooperate.

The Hearst Newspapers last week editorially pledged

themselves to do everything in their power to make this life-

saving campaign successful. Today I wish to repeat that

pledge personally in this column of mine.

I said the delegates here were deadly serious about this

problem. I think we all are, really. So let's get to work, and

lick it once and for all.



Commission on Intergovernmental Relations

The Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, established in 1953

to study Federal-State relations, completed its work in June 1955 with

a report to President Eisenhower. He transmitted the report to

Congress on June 28. His cover letter pointed out that 168 years

earlier, the Founding Fathers had designed the Federal form of

government "in response to the ba�ing and eminently practical

problem of creating unity among the thirteen States where union

seemed impossible." Since then, the Federal structure had been

"adapted successfully" until recent years:

Given the "intricate interrelationship of national, state, and local

governments," the President told the Congress that "it is important

that we review the existing allocation of responsibilities, with a view to

making the most e�ective utilization of our total governmental

resources." He urged Congress to study the recommendations of the

Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, "the �rst o�cial body

appointed to study and report on the general relationship of the

National Government to the States and their local units." To the extent

that the recommendations entailed action by the Executive Branch,

the President pledged to "see that they are given the most careful

consideration."

The Commission, in examining elements of government, had

established a Study Committee on Federal Aid to Highways, one of the

perennial points of dispute between the Federal and State

governments. The members were:

On June 20, 1955, Chairman Kestnbaum submitted the Study

Committee's report to the President. The Study Committee agreed

about the need for better roads, but its report said "the real issue is

not whether we should have better highways, it is how best to get

them."

The Study Committee believed that highways served di�erent

purposes and should be treated accordingly in sorting out Federal-

State relationships. The greatest national responsibility for highways

centered on expeditious development of the National System of

Interstate Highways. The Study Committee rejected the idea that the

Federal Government should build and operate the Interstate System;

it recommended "concentration of Federal funds on construction of

the Interstate System, together with State participation."

In our time, however, a decade of economic crisis followed

by a decade of war and international crises vastly altered

federal relationships. Consequently, it is highly desirable to

examine in comprehensive fashion the present-day

requirements of a workable federalism.

Clement D. Johnston, Chairman of the Study Committee and

President, Chamber of Commerce of the United States.

Governor Allan Shivers of Texas.

Frederick P. Champ, President, Cache Valley Banking

Company, Logan, Utah.

Randolph Collier, State Senator, Yreka, California.

William J. Cox, former State Highway Commissioner of

Connecticut.

Dane G. Hansen, President, Hansen Lumber Company,

Logan, Kansas.

Major General Frank Merrill, Commissioner of Highways,

New Hampshire.

Robert B. Murray, Under Secretary of Commerce for

Transportation.

J. Stephen Watkins, President, J. Stephen Watkins

Engineering Company, Lexington, Kentucky.



Substantial Federal �nancial support was essential, with the States

bearing "not less than one-half of the construction costs." Toll

�nancing could pay for about one-third of the Interstate System, but

beyond that mileage, the Federal Government should provide Federal-

aid su�cient "to accomplish its improvement at a rate commensurate

with the national welfare and should be allocated in such a way as to

give highest priority to correction of the most serious de�ciencies."

For other roads, the Study Committee recommended eliminating

Federal participation over time. The States could be counted on to

address needs o� the Interstate System because "the failure of any

State or locality to provide adequate highways brings its own prompt

and automatic penalties upon the areas involved." States would act in

"their own intelligent self-interest" to provide adequate highways

"when they understand the responsibility is theirs."

The Study Committee endorsed elimination of the Federal gas tax, a

goal long sought by the States. The States, the Study Committee

concluded, "have demonstrated ability to tax motor fuels e�ectively

and economically." Repealing the Federal tax would give the States a

potential tax increase of more than $800 million a year, assuming they

increased State taxes by the same amount as the abandoned Federal

tax.

At the same time, the Study Committee recommended "without

quali�cation" the continuation of the BPR:

The BPR also should help plan and stimulate "the articulated network

of highways necessary to serve the Nation's productive and defensive

strength." Moreover, it should help stimulate highway programs "to

promote economic stabilization when appropriate." However, the

report recommended that the BPR "substantially reduce most of the

present close supervision and inspection of State highway activities."

In transmitting the Study Committee's report to the President,

Kestnbaum noted that the report had been considered by the

Commission, but that the Commission "arrived at its own �ndings and

recommendations." Actually, the Commission rejected many of the

Study Committee's recommendations. On the most basic issue of the

Federal role, the Commission's report said:

The Commission observed that the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1954

had increased the Federal-aid highway program signi�cantly:

The Bureau should continue to conduct and integrate basic

highway research, disseminate the results of research,

assemble and collate statistics, and provide technical

assistance to the States and their subdivisions.

The Commission believes that there is sound justi�cation

for federal participation in the improvement of many

highways. The Commission generally approves existing

legislation, which provides federal aid for primary highways,

including interstate routes and urban extensions, and for

secondary roads, including farm-to-market roads.

However, there is abundant evidence that the current rate

of highway improvement is not su�cient to meet current

emerging demands. Failure to meet these needs will

seriously a�ect the national security and the national

economy. Humanitarian considerations alone, in terms of

reducing the annual toll of highway accidents, call for

vigorous action in revamping the unsafe segments of the

highway network.



To �nance the expanded program, the Commission had been divided,

with four members of the 25-member Commission recommending

bonds to pay for the Federal �nancing. The remaining members,

including the 10 Members of Congress who served on the

Commission, disagreed. The Commission's report stated:

The increased tax revenue was justi�ed:

1. to give recognition to the national responsibility for highways of

major importance to the national security, including special

needs for civil defense, and

2. to provide for accelerated improvement of highways in order to

insure a balanced program to serve the needs of our expanded

economy.

As for the bonds favored by the President as a �nancing mechanism

for the Interstate System:

The Commission supported toll roads as a State and local prerogative,

but opposed Federal-aid in development of toll roads.

The Commission supported continuation of the BPR:

On August 2, Congress adjourned for 1955, shortly after the President

transmitted the Commission's report for consideration.

Safe Driving Day, 1955

On August 5, President Eisenhower agreed to participate in S-D Day

1955. He wrote to Curtice to let him know that, "I am in accord with

the determination of your Committee to broaden its work in

stimulating e�ective community action throughout the country." He

noted that his Special Message on Highways in February had been

motivated "in large part" by the urgent need for improved highways to

save lives." As a result, "In the hope that we shall be able to insure the

safety of our families and fellow citizens, I shall be happy to participate

in a safety campaign beginning on November 20, 1955, and

culminating in S-D Day on December 1."

A national broadcast by the President on November 20 was to launch

an intensive 10-day campaign on the theme: "Make Every Day S-D

Day." A massive campaign was planned for the 10 days before S-D

Day, through all channels of communication, to implant the theme in

the public mind.

The Commission recommends that the expanded highway

program be �nanced substantially on a pay-as-you-go basis

and that Congress provide additional revenues for this

purpose, primarily from increased motor fuel taxes.

An increase in taxes is preferable to de�cit �nancing as a

means of supporting larger highway outlays by the national

government. The latter method would result in high interest

charges and would shift the burden to citizens of a future

generation, who will have continuing highway and other

governmental responsibility of their own to �nance.

Over the years, the Bureau of Public Roads has made a

notable contribution to highway improvement through

technical leadership and the stimulation and coordination

of State activity in this �eld. However, in the light of the

maturity and competence of most State highway

departments, it appears to the Commission that the Bureau

of Public Roads could relax most of its close supervision of

State highway work.



The National Safety Council's booklet What You Can Do To Make S-D

Day a Success was provided to businesses, industry, civic groups and

government agencies, as well as truckers, insurance companies, and

colleges and universities. Advance e�orts included publicity releases

sent to 6,500 newspapers around the country, and a series of 100-line

newspaper ads. In addition, the American Automobile Association

distributed posters, bumper stickers, placards for school safety

patrols, and other materials through its 750 a�liated motor clubs and

branches.

On September 24, the 65-year-old President su�ered a heart attack

while vacationing in Fraser, Colorado. As a result, he was unable to

participate directly in the 1955 campaign. Putting the best face on the

situation, Public Safety suggested that, "In view of the President's

intense interest in tra�c safety and his inability to lead the campaign

personally, most observers believe the American public will rally in

greater numbers than ever before to this S-D Day program."

As S-D Day approached, safety experts knew that the safety record for

1955 was going to be worse than in 1954. October was the eighth

consecutive month in which motor vehicle deaths exceeded those in

the same month the previous year. The total for the 10 months was

30,980 deaths, compared with 29,080 during the �rst 10 months of

1954. H. Gene Miller, Director of the National Safety Council's Statistics

Division, pointed out in his monthly Public Safety article, that because

of "zooming motor vehicle mileage," the fatality rate dropped to 6.0

during this period. However, this reduction "a�ords but little comfort

in the face of the increased death total."

Although the President was unable to appear in the planned televised

address 10 days before S-D Day 1955, he issued a statement on

November 30 from his home in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania:



On S-D Day, December 1, 1955, 89 people were killed on the Nation's

highways; on the comparable day in 1954, fatalities totaled 81.

Although, according to Miller, deaths during the 21-day S-D Day period

were lower than in 1954, "Not even the impact of S-D Day could halt

the sharply higher monthly totals." The S-D Day month of December

saw a 12-percent increase over the previous year (3,960 motor vehicle

deaths compared with 3,530).

The results prompted Goley D. Sontheimer, Director of Safety

Activities for the American Trucking Associations, to write in Transport

Topics about the "apathy of the general public to the appeals, the

information and the urging of radio, television and the newspapers."

He suspected that hundreds of those who had promoted S-D Day had

"thrown up their hands and have given up the �ght from an

educational standpoint."

Sontheimer speculated that the failure of S-D Day would be a panic

that would turn to enforcement at all costs as the answer. "Failure can

be laid almost directly to the panic approach-the lack of calm orderly

thinking which will strike at the root of the problem." Of the Nation's

70 million licensed drivers, "it is highly probable that at least 20 million

of them couldn't pass a driving skill test to save their licenses." Chronic

violators comprised about 15 percent of drivers. Sontheimer

suggested a solution to the problem posed by "these millions of

drivers who are accidents-going-some-place-to-happen":

All over the United States tomorrow, Americans will join in a

great National e�ort to save lives. The occasion will be the

second nationwide "S-D Day"-Safe Driving Day.

The immediate objective of S-D Day is to have twenty-four

hours without a single tra�c accident. The long-range, and

more important objective is to impress upon all of us the

necessity for safe driving and safe walking every day of the

year.

The need is obvious and urgent. Last year, an American

man, woman or child was killed in tra�c every �fteen

minutes. Someone was injured every twenty-�ve seconds.

And, this year, the record is worse: More people are dying;

more are injured and crippled.

This tragic situation concerns every State, every community,

every American. Actual experience has demonstrated that

tra�c accidents can be greatly reduced by proven, year-

round safety programs, when these programs have year-

round public support.

S-D Day is directed to the development of that kind of

support. Literally millions of Americans are participating,

through local, state and national organizations, cooperating

with the President's Committee for Tra�c Safety. This is a

volunteer group, appointed by me, to stimulate permanent,

e�ective safety programs in every community.

We know that we cannot solve the tra�c accident problem

in one day, but we can-and must-start doing a better job.

I appeal, then, to every American to help demonstrate

tomorrow that we can-by our own, personal e�orts-reduce

accidents on our streets and highways. Having shown that

we can do so on one day, let us all, as good citizens, accept

our responsibility for safety every day in the future.



Overall in 1955, fatalities totaled 38,300, compared with the revised

�nal total of 35,586 in 1954. The fatality rate was 6.4 in 1955 (6.3 in

1954). In fact, the toll was the highest since 1941, when 39,969 people

were killed on the Nation's highways.

New approaches would be needed to confront what Public

Safety called a "national disgrace."

Auto Safety Features, 1956

The September 1955 issue of Public Safety described some of the

safety features of the automobile industry's 1956 models. As was the

custom, the new cars were "under wraps" until they were revealed in

an advertising and publicity blitz in September, but many of the safety

features were known when the magazine was prepared.

American Motors Corporation: The Hudson and Nash featured "body

construction of the shock-absorbing type," Meade F. Moore, vice

president of automotive research and engineering, told the magazine.

The new cars would not include seat belts. Moore explained that the

company had included seat belts in its 1949 models. "However, the

public did not accept them, claiming that seat belts were a 'nuisance'

in ordinary driving."

Chrysler Corporation: The company stressed its rotary door latches to

prevent doors from opening in a crash. The latches included an

automatic "take-up" feature "so that the motion of the car always

tends to tighten the latches for safety and silence." Chrysler engineers

had developed seat belts that met the functional speci�cations of the

Civil Aeronautics Administration for commercial airlines. The seat belts

were available for installation in all Chrysler-made cars.

General Motors Corporation: Buick Division would o�er seat belts as

optional equipment, but would call them "safety belts." Ivan Wiles,

Division General Manager, expressed doubts, however, about how

much protection they would a�ord motorists. Oldsmobile would

retain the safety-padded instrument panel it had used in 1955.

(Additional information was not available.)

Studebaker-Packard Corporation: The company was proud of its new

door latch with interlocking lip to prevent separation from the center

post.

Ford Motor Company: Ford had decided to make safety its theme for

1956 (as described in the October 1955 issue of Public Safety). All Ford

cars for 1956 would include a �ve-part safety package. Known as

Ford's Life Guard Design, the package included a deep-center safety

steering wheel "which slowly gives way under crash impact," double-

grip rotor-type door locks, optional seat belts that can be anchored to

the vehicle with a steel plate, crash cushioning for instrument panels

and sun visors, and safety rear-view mirrors with plastic backing to

reduce the possibility of glass falling out when shattered.

In summarizing the safety features, the September 1955 article

in Public Safety stated that of the three factors in tra�c-the vehicle,

the roadway and the driver-much progress had been made in the �rst

two. "Today's car re�ects the continuing study of a competitive

industry." Many new features would reduce the seriousness of injury

in an accident:

Rigid driver licensing laws would eliminate most of them if

that licensing included periodical re-examination instead of

periodical renewal. This with the point system in use for

suspension and revocation purposes would go a long way

towards solving our problem.



National Safety Forum and Crash Demonstration

On September 7-8, 1955, Ford had sponsored the �rst National Safety

Forum and Crash Demonstration in Detroit and Dearborn, Michigan.

The October 1955 issue of Public Safety reported that 150 specialists

in tra�c control and accident prevention attended the event.

The �rst morning included panel reports. The �rst was by John O.

Moore, Director of Automotive Crash Injury Research at Cornell

University Medical College. The magazine described Moore's

presentation:

Lt. Col. John P. Stapp, Chief of the Aero Medical Field Laboratory at

Holloman Air Force Base, described his crash research and reported

that the automobile manufacturers were conducting similar crash

tests. The magazine summarized:

Finally, A. L. Haynes, Executive Engineer of Product Study for the Ford

Engineering sta�, described Ford's 2-year crash test program and

showed how it resulted in the development of safety features.

That afternoon, Henry Ford II, President of the Company, presented a

check for $200,000 to the Cornell Crash Injury Project. The check

would cover one-third of the program's cost, with Chrysler

Corporation and the Federal Government providing the balance.

In the �nal analysis, however, a complete solution of the

motor vehicle accident problem rests with the individual-the

driver as well as the pedestrian.

Moore traced the Cornell crash injury project back to the

time, 13 years ago, when Hugh DeHaven, an expert in

aviation design, began a study of why some people are

killed and others virtually unscathed in falls from

considerable heights.

DeHaven set forth two basic conclusions: First, those who

survived such falls "struck in a position that spread the force

of the fall over a large body area, and secondly, their fall

ended in an environment which would bend or deform-

which would yield to the impact, and in yielding would

absorb force."

These conclusions led researchers into the �eld of forces as

applied to occupants of an automobile which is involved in a

crash. And, as the Cornell Specialist summarized, to these

two conclusions.

1. "Occupants of a car are approximately twice as safe in

case of accident if they remain in the car-hence cars

would be safer if equipped with seat belts and safety

door latches.

2. "When they remain in the car, they should have the

advantage of crash padding on the 'danger spots' such

as instrument panels, and of energy-absorbing

steering wheels to keep the driver from being

seriously injured when thrust against the steering

column hub."

All this e�ort, he said, is based on the experimentally

demonstrated fact that the human body can survive the

forces uninjured if it is properly shock mounted in a non-

collapsing enclosure.



The second day involved crash testing of four new Fairlanes in

consecutive two-car collisions. Test dummies, known as Ferds (for

Ford Engineering Research Department), were used to simulate

human actions in the crashes. Guests were then shown Ford's Life

Guard Design features for its 1956 cars.

As the forum ended with a luncheon in Lovett Hall at Ford's Green�eld

Village, Benson Ford announced that the company did not consider

these devices as "competitive sales secrets." Speci�cations were

available to any automobile company that wanted them:

Ford intended to be as competitive in the �eld of automotive safety as

it was in other areas:

The competition did not develop. Robert Lacey, in Ford: The Men and

the Machine (Little, Brown and Company, 1986, p. 506) explained that

Ford's safety campaign was "a disaster." Motorists concluded that the

cars had so many safety features because they were more likely to

crash than other cars. Lacey said:

This lesson, summarized as "Ford sold safety and Chevy sold cars,"

coupled with American Motors' experience with seat belts in 1949,

would be retold many times in coming years.

Man of the Year

Beginning in January 1928, Time magazine has selected a Man of the

Year based on the de�nition that the Person of the Year, as the choice

is now called, should be the man or woman who, for better or worse,

most a�ected events during the year. That �rst year, Time's choice for

Man of 1927 had been the aviator, Charles A. Lindbergh. In the years

since, the magazine had chosen the great (Franklin D. Roosevelt for

1932, 1934, and 1941), the famous (Wallis Simpson, for 1936, the

commoner who married England's King Edward VIII, resulting in his

departure from the throne), and the infamous (Adolph Hitler in 1938),

as well as military leaders (General Dwight D. Eisenhower for 1944),

groups (G.I. Joe for 1950), and a businessman (Walter P. Chrysler for

1928)

In the issue of January 2, 1956, Time announced its 1955 Man of the

Year. The article declaring the Man of the Year began by pointing out

that the Founding Fathers had chosen the words "A New Order of the

Ages" for the Great Seal of the United States:

I want to point out that gathering this information has taken

a lot of diligent and devoted e�ort at considerable expense.

But we want to give this knowledge away to anybody that

can use it. We hope other companies will take it, we hope

they will use it and, if they can, improve upon it. This is one

kind of competition we want to help out.

I think if we can get this hard-hitting automobile industry to

�ght for safety leadership, we can achieve some really

wonderful results.

Car advertisements are supposed to promote love, life, and

a fast getaway from the tra�c lights. Ford's attempts to

persuade customers that the purchase of a Ford could save

them from a grisly death had the very opposite e�ect. Ford

sales slumped and Chevrolet widened its sales advantage

that year by nearly 300 percent.



In choosing Curtice for the Man of 1955, Time explained:

"Red" Curtice began his career with GM in Flint, Michigan, as a

bookkeeper for the AC Spark Plug Division in 1914. By the age of 21,

he was the division's comptroller. When he was put in charge of Buick,

he pulled the company out of a slump; it was the fourth biggest selling

car when he became GM Vice President. When President Eisenhower

chose GM President Charlie Wilson to be Secretary of Defense in 1953,

Curtice became President of the company on February 2..

The Time cover image was a portrait of Curtice in front of an America

Eagle gripping a steering wheel in its talons.

(Time magazine, in its issue of January 4, 1960, identi�ed the 1959

Man of the Year: President Dwight D. Eisenhower. The event that

prompted the President's selection was his trip through Europe, Asia,

and Africa, "one of breathtaking excitement, high point of a bold

venture into personal diplomacy." The faces he saw "were of all

shapes and shades," Time said, but as they viewed the American

President, "they held in common a look-a look of thirsting for the good

things that the modern world seemed to promise." As the article

stated, "In 1959, after years of hostile Communist propaganda,

spectacular Russian successes in space, threats of missiles and atomic

war, the throngs of Europe, Asia and Africa cast a durable vote for

freedom and liberty. The faces were turned to the U.S. and to the man

who had become the nation's image in one of the grand plebiscites of

history-Dwight David Eisenhower, President of the U.S. and Man of the

Year.")

The President's Regional Conferences

With President Eisenhower still recuperating from his heart attack,

Vice President Nixon met with leaders of the National Safety Council

early in 1956. After the meeting, the Vice President issued a statement

In 1955, this new order of the world-the free, competitive,

expanding American economy-not only showed the world

the way to a plenty undreamed of only a few years ago, it

was also the keystone of the defense of the West against

the Communist world . . . .

Because of the success of the American economic system,

the U.S. rolled through 1955 in two-toned splendor to an

alltime crest of prosperity, heralded around the world. Most

of this prosperity was directly attributable to the

manufacture and sale of that quintessential American

product, the automobile. Some 8,00,000 of them were

produced and sold, and a good half were made and

marketed by General Motors under the direction of

President Harlow Herbert Curtice-the Man of the Year.

Yet this production alone would not make Harlow Herbert

Curtice, 62, the Man of the Year. Nor would the fact that he

is president of the world's biggest manufacturing

corporation-and the �rst president of a corporation to make

more than $1 billion in net pro�ts in a year. Curtice is not

the Man of 1955 because these phenomenal �gures

measure him o� as �rst among scores of equals whose skill,

daring and foresight are forever opening new frontiers for

the expanding American economy by granting millions to

colleges, making new toasters that pop up twice as fast, or

planning satellites to circle the earth. Harlow Curtice is the

Man of 1955 because, in a job that required it, he has

assumed the responsibility of leadership for American

business. In his words "General Motors must always lead."



on highway safety that emphasized the importance of implementing

the President's Grand Plan. Nixon pointed out that as bad as the

safety record was, "it will grow much worse if we don't get better

highways soon." He pointed out:

In early 1956, with President Eisenhower recovering from a

heart attack, Vice President Richard M. Nixon (right) urged

Ned Dearborn, President, National Safety Council, to urge

Congress to complete work on the President's National

Highway Program.

The Vice President referred to the resulting "tra�c gluts" and

"shrieking horns, exhaust fumes, squealing brakes, tra�c jams,

collided cars and fractured skulls." He added:

The key was passage of the President's "all-time record 10-year

highway program." He described the main features of the program,

particularly the Interstate System, which was "the backbone of the

entire program":

He encouraged the public to read about "this unprecedented highway

improvement plan, discuss it with your friends-and speak up for it." In

this way, the Vice President said, "you can play an e�ective role in

supporting a program that will give the nation and your family the

kind of modern highway system every motorist dreams about."

The Bureau of Public Roads of the Commerce Department

estimates that right now we have around 61,000,000 motor

vehicles operating on the nation's 3.4 million miles of roads

and streets. By 1965 we expect to have 81,000,000 vehicles.

At present every average mile of road is traveled 470 times

a day. In 10 years every average mile will be traveled 660

times a day.

But you don't have to take it any longer. You can join with

the President to help restore safety, timesaving and

pleasure to motoring.

The President's plan calls for vast trunk lines, divided in the

middle for safety, and ranging from two- to eight-lane

facilities . . . . One of the principal features of the improved

interstate system will be many controlled-access highways-

with crossings bridged or tunneled and tra�c channeled on

or o� at selected points. Engineers say that such roads are

twice as safe as ordinary ones . . . .

The �ne new highways will siphon o� congested tra�c,

eliminate accident hazards, speed up safe travel, provide

Civil Defense evacuation routes, act as assembly lines from

farms, mines, and factories to stores. This will open new

attractive territories for homes, industry, shopping centers

and recreation, and give millions of American families more

freedom and fun in motoring than they've ever enjoyed

before.
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The BPR's annual report for �scal year 1956 made a similar point in

the section on "Highway Safety." After referencing the BPR's direct

responsibility for improving highway safety, the section's second

sentence was: "Possibly its most important contribution was in the

design and construction of safer highways."

The President's Committee for Tra�c Safety (which had dropped

"Action" from its name) decided to hold four regional conferences "to

attract, stimulate, inform and assist those persons who can most

e�ectively create, �nance, and conduct state and local citizens' tra�c

safety organizations." These would be the �rst regional tra�c-safety

conferences held under Federal sponsorship.

President Eisenhower agreed with the plan, which was in line with his

idea of enlisting public support. On February 9, 1956, he wrote to

Curtice to express concern about the continuing safety problem:

After urging Curtice to organize the conferences as soon as possible,

he concluded:

The President followed up with a letter to the Nation's Governors:

Despite the fact that the 1955 tra�c accident record

showed a decline on a vehicle-mile basis, the number of

fatalities on our streets and highways continues a major

national concern.

If we are to reduce tra�c fatalities in the months and years

ahead, we must move forward more rapidly in applying the

tra�c measures set forth in the Action Program. Organized

public support for these proved techniques was recognized

by the 1954 White House Conference on Highway Safety as

the primary essential to application by the states and

communities. I am convinced that the Conference

recommendations for the organizing of public support

groups must be fully applied by all states, counties and

cities. To re-emphasize this urgency I am heartily in favor of

a series of regional tra�c safety conferences as you have

suggested.

You know my own intense interest in this problem, and you

may be certain that you, and those who will work with you

in this undertaking, will have my full support.



The four conferences were scheduled for:

Ambassador Hotel, Atlantic City, New Jersey, May 1-2.

Seville Hotel, Miami Beach, Florida, May 14-15.

Sherman Hotel, Chicago, Illinois, May 23-24.

Sheraton Palace, San Francisco, California, May 31-June 1.

In anticipation of the conferences, the Business Advisory Panel of the

President's Committee for Tra�c Safety developed a three-pronged

program to help cut tra�c deaths and injuries. T. S. Peterson,

President of the Standard Oil Company of California, explained the

program in a March 7 letter to Harlow Curtice. The goal was to

"encourage the organization of statewide citizen tra�c safety groups

as a means of strengthening both state and local programs." To

accomplish this goal, the panel agreed on three basic steps:

1. A plan of action be inaugurated on a pilot basis in a limited

number of states-these states to be selected in consultation with

the National Safety Council and other sources.

2. A procedural guide be issued for businessmen (to be completed

and ready for distribution at an early date.) This would outline

the steps business leaders should consider in setting up

statewide citizen tra�c safety groups.

3. The Panel's membership be enlarged to provide wider

geographic and industry representation on which to base its

program.

President Eisenhower did not attend the regional conferences, but

�lmed a message that was shown at the start of each meeting. His

theme was: "team up to check the tra�c toll." He said:

Howard Pyle, the former Governor of Arizona who was a deputy

assistant to the President, represented the White House at each

conference. During the four conferences, he told a total of nearly

5,000 conferees:

The appalling tra�c toll requires our people's determination

to increase and to extend the Nation's e�ort to make our

highways safer. On a vehicle-mile basis we have made

progress in recent years. But I am sure you will agree that

this is not enough. Statistical progress does not lessen the

tragedies that every year are visited upon thousands of

American homes.

The Action Program, drafted at earlier conferences and

strengthened and endorsed by the more than 2,000

delegates who represented the states at the 1954 White

House Conference, is de�nitely a step in the right direction.

The question now is-how do we make it more e�ective?

To this end I am asking that the President's Committee for

Tra�c Safety consider the desirability of a series of regional

conferences to intensify local participation in the Action

Program. I am assured that this is possible and that the

Chairman of the Committee, Mr. Harlow H. Curtice, will be in

touch with you shortly concerning the details.

Your continued cooperation and support will be very much

appreciated.

We have made some progress but we need an e�ective

translation of public opinion into hard-hitting, continuing

action. Everybody is in favor of reducing the tragic, costly,

unnecessary toll of accidents, but too few people have done

anything about it. Our aim now is to get more people to go

to work on this vital problem.

• 
• 
• 
• 



He endorsed the Action Program, particularly implementation at the

State and local levels.

Mrs. Sayre of the President's Committee for Tra�c Safety, was

assigned the task of summarizing each conference's work. Summing

up the needs of cities, she told delegates:

She also summarized the recommendations of the conference

delegates:

1. Strong, active statewide citizen groups at the state level.

2. Improvement of services o�ered by o�cial agencies and state

organizations to local groups, such as "know-how" for

organizing, raising funds and making inventories.

3. Quick action to spark the organization of local citizen groups

down to the "last precinct."

4. Con�nement of activities to a few major projects to meet the

real needs.

5. Application of "what we already know."

Delegates from each of the 48 States and the District of Columbia

agreed to take speci�c steps when they returned home to implement

the Action Program when they returned home. Public Safety magazine

listed the commitments in the September 1956 issue, a sampling of

which follows:

Alabama: Pledged to sell a statewide safety program to state

leaders and get grass-roots reports on programs adopted.

Arkansas: Delegates pledged themselves to call on Governor and

request formation of a permanent state organization.

Connecticut: Pledged to hold statewide meeting in June as a

follow-up for more and better public support.

Florida: Pledged their interim legislative committee to hold

series of meetings to spark public support for coordinated tra�c

program statewide, including a uniform tra�c code.

Illinois: Delegates planned to call meetings of delegates (500 of

them) attending conference to develop and �nance a State

citizens' tra�c safety organization.

Iowa: Delegates planned to call a meeting of Governor Lay's

Committee June 25 to consider the formation of a state public

support organization which could give assistance to the

formation of state and local citizen safety organizations.

Kentucky: Pledged to bring civic and business leaders together

to organize an e�ective statewide citizens tra�c safety group.

The prospect is all the more tragic when you stop to realize

that this wholesale slaughter is unnecessary. The people of

the United States could cut tra�c deaths in half in six

months if they really wanted to.

You have a great responsibility. To you, as state and

community leaders, is given a mandate to strike a spark and

kindle it into a raging �ame-a �ame that will cauterize our

national wound of tra�c casualties.

You agreed that a successful safety program depends upon

responsible active leaders-people you can count on-who will

accept responsibility for doing the things that they-and they

alone-can do and be responsible for.

The most important single job for states, counties and cities

is to improve the local safety organization or create one if

none exists. We don't want the federal government to do

this job for us.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



Louisiana: Pledged to see decisive executive and legislative

action on four authoritative recently-completed tra�c studies.

Maryland: Pledged the delegates as an interim working

committee to work with the Maryland Safety Commission to

carry out an "Action Program." Follow-up conference.

Massachusetts: Pledged to work on legislation for safety. Follow-

up conference.

Michigan: Delegates agreed to form a citizen tra�c safety action

committee. They appointed a temporary committee

representing the seven constituent groups of the President's

Committee, plus youth, to call on the Governor to form a

permanent committee to stimulate tra�c safety organization

and action in their communities.

New York: Pledged follow-up conference, launching of statewide

driver-testing and research program. Division of Safety pledged

to endeavor to organize, solidify and stimulate the creation of

statewide public-support organizations.

North Dakota: Planned to broaden the program of existing State

Safety Council and work for corrective tra�c safety legislation.

Also planned to establish safety coordinators in each of the

State's 53 counties.

Pennsylvania: Pledged follow-up conference. Decided to make

fuller use of the Inventories [Annual Inventory of Tra�c Safety

Activities developed by the National Safety Council] through the

State Bureau of Highway Safety.

Rhode Island: Pledged follow-up conference to spur organization

of community safety councils.

Tennessee: Delegates agreed to intensify the work of the

Governor's Emergency Tra�c Committee at the state level, and

to organize safety councils at the local level.

Texas: Delegates agreed to ask Governor to give formal,

aggressive leadership in putting Action Program into e�ect.

Vermont: Pledged follow-up conference to develop organization

of community safety councils.

Virginia: Pledged follow-up conference, organization of a state

safety citizens group and safety council organizations at the local

level.

West Virginia: Pledged publicity program and Minute Man

speakers' bureau.

Wisconsin: Voted unanimously to ask the o�cial agencies and

the Governor's advisory committee to conduct jointly, workshop

conferences for the purpose of creating a state tra�c safety

organization.

Wyoming: A resolution, signed by 22 members of the state

delegation to the San Francisco Conference, called on Governor

Simpson to name a committee on safety to create awareness of

the tra�c accident problem, to stimulate public opinion in

support of tra�c safety measures, and to integrate citizen

activities already in operation.

The need for these and other actions was evident. As Gene Miller's

monthly article on accident statistics pointed out in the same issue,

"Death on the highway maintained its record-breaking pace at the

halfway point of 1956." He explained:

The article listing the State commitments included the following

comment:

June tra�c deaths totaled 3,400-the greatest number for

that month in history and 14 per cent more than in June last

year. The old record was 3,119 for June, 1952.

Tra�c deaths for the �rst six months of the year totaled

18,120, another all-time high for the period and 10 per cent

more than for six months last year. The previous high was

17,320 in the �rst half of 1937.

• 
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The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956

While the four regional safety conferences were underway, Congress

worked on the President's highway program. After Congress had

adjourned following failure of legislation in July 1955, the interests that

had persuaded Congress to kill all versions of the bill in the House had

realized they would have to compromise. With compromises in hand,

Representative Fallon introduced a revised Federal-aid highway bill on

April 19. It included his modi�ed bill as Title I and a Highway Revenue

Act, developed by Representative Hale Boggs (D-La.) and the Ways and

Means Committee, as Title II. Title II called for creation of a Highway

Trust Fund as a means of crediting all revenue from increased

highway user taxes to the new program. The House approved the bill

on April 27.

The Senate debated the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 on May 28

and 29. Senator Gore's bill, which the Senate had approved in 1955,

was substituted for Title I of Fallon's bill. Title II was the House version

as modi�ed by Chairman Harry Flood Byrd (D-Va.) and the Senate

Finance Committee. On May 30, the eve of the �nal regional safety

conference, the Senate approved the bill.

The conference committee formed to resolve di�erences between the

two bills completed work on June 25. Both Houses approved the bill

the following day.

At the time, President Eisenhower was not in a position to celebrate

this triumph with a public ceremony. He had been taken to Walter

Reed Army Medical Center on June 7 with severe stomach pain.

Following 2-hour surgery for ileitis (an in�ammation of the ileum, part

of the small intestine), he was still recuperating on June 29 when he

signed a stack of bills, including the landmark Federal-Aid Highway Act

of 1956.

On November 14, 1956, Harlow Curtice wrote to the President about

how the 1956 Act would a�ect highway safety. The legislation, Curtice

said, "obviously o�ers promise of a substantial improvement in tra�c

safety in addition to other signi�cant bene�ts." He outlined what the

President's Committee for Tra�c Safety had decided to do:

This is the blackest year in the history of tra�c-a year when

citizens can be organized to back tra�c safety programs, if

they are ever to be organized.

This Committee accordingly plans to encourage increasing

emphasis by state and community citizens safety groups on

the importance to accident prevention of expediting this

roadbuilding program. In our judgment, this is just as logical

and important a function for such groups as the

development of strong public support for universal driver

education, sound tra�c law enforcement and other safety

programs of demonstrated value.

Moreover, it seems quite clear that well-informed and

aggressive public support for badly needed construction in

all the states continues to be vitally necessary. Although the

new federal legislation gives unprecedented and invaluable

impetus to such action, much remains to be done at the

state and local levels to assure e�ective implementation of

the program.

We therefore feel that increased emphasis on this aspect of

tra�c safety promotion is wholly in accord with the

Committee's mission and will make a timely and important

contribution.



Curtice also assured the President that the committee was "continuing

to pursue vigorously our other speci�c objectives." The "current

upward trend of tra�c fatalities" demonstrated that a "great deal

remains to be accomplished." Curtice was, however, "heartened by

de�nite signs of progress in bringing to bear an adequate program."

President Eisenhower replied on November 29:

Highway Safety Study

Safety had been one of the primary justi�cations for the Interstate

System. However, Congress wanted to go beyond the safety features

of the Interstate System to broaden the search for answers to the

problem of highway fatalities and injuries.

On April 27, 1956, during debate on the legislation, Representative

John A. Blatnik (D-Mi.) introduced an amendment to add Section 118

to the pending bill. It began:

I was very glad to learn that your Committee for Tra�c

Safety is planning to give increased emphasis to the need

for organized support, in all States and communities, of the

accident prevention possibilities of the new highway

modernization program.

The 1956 Federal-Aid Highway Act established a "grand

plan" for rebuilding of our obsolete road and street system.

It provides substantial �nancial aid to the States over a

thirteen year period for construction. In addition, the

Federal government will do everything it properly can do to

expedite the completion of the program. A safe and e�cient

road network is absolutely essential to curtailment of death

and injury from accidents, as well as to the national defense

and to our expanding economy.

Federal action is only the beginning, however. There is

likewise the big and complex task of acquiring the necessary

rights-of-way, of designing, building and operating the

highways. These are responsibilities that belong primarily to

the States themselves and their local communities. The

1956 Act wisely carried forward intact the traditional

Federal-State partnership which has been so e�ective in the

development of America's highway system.

On a program of this magnitude and urgency, obviously the

State and local highway agencies face numerous problems

which must be solved as promptly as possible. They will

need all the help they can get. Most of all, they will need the

kind of informed support which can only come from wide

and thorough public understanding.

I am sure that through the leadership of your Committee

and the many splendid safety organizations cooperating

with it, a timely and valuable contribution can be made to

this objective.



The amendment authorized $500,000 annually for �scal years 1957

through 1959 from the BPR's administrative and research funds for

the study. The �nal report of the study was to be submitted to

Congress by June 30, 1959.

In introducing the amendment, Blatnik summarized the grim but

familiar statistics of the postwar years. He saw the Interstate System

as only a partial answer:

He pointed out that his amendment was in response to a resolution

adopted on March 27, 1956, by the Research Committee of the

Advisory Council to the President's Committee for Tra�c Safety:

Blatnik concluded his statement:

Representative George A. Dondero (R-Mi.), former Chairman of the

Committee on Public Works, pointed out that the committee had

considered the amendment and rejected it because the members

"concluded that we had enough agencies in the country now studying

the subject of safety, and that there was no need for this amendment

at this time and the expenditure of more money."

The House rejected the amendment.

Senator Margaret Chase Smith (R-Me.) revived the idea of a study on

May 21 during the Senate debate on the bill. She said she had been

trying for 6 months to gain support for a government study of highway

safety. She said the President had responded favorably, but her

Senate colleagues had not been supportive. Her Resolution 156,

The Secretary of Commerce is hereby authorized and

directed to conduct a comprehensive study on all phases of

tra�c safety, which study shall embrace the causes of

accidents on streets and highways, the adequacy of

accident records, the economic losses resulting from such

accidents, and various factors contributing to the

advancement of safety on streets and highways, including,

but not limited to, the design and physical characteristics of

highways, uniformity of motor vehicle laws and regulations,

law enforcement, tra�c control, driver behavior,

characteristics of motor vehicles, and tra�c conditions.

Even when the proposed "up to standard" highways and

roads are completed, some 12 years from now, auto

fatalities will probably be reduced only by some 40 percent

on the interstate network. There are many other accident

factors involved, especially the complex "human factor,"

about which too little is known today.

It is the consensus of the Research Committee that the

Bureau of Public Roads should broaden its current activity

in the �eld of tra�c safety research; and further, that this

expression be conveyed to the appropriate committee of

Congress, and that they be asked to make speci�c provision

for this in current highway legislation, so that tra�c safety

research may keep pace with the contemplated acceleration

in the national highway program.

The purpose of this amendment is merely to provide for

further research and coordinating the research activities

that are going on, to give us additional facts, now still

unknown.



introduced January 5, 1956, which called for a study by the Committee

on Labor and Public Welfare, had been referred to the Committee,

which had not given any consideration to it.

When she contacted the Senate Committee on Public Works about

Resolution 156, she received no response.

Noting the failure of the Blatnik amendment in the House, Senator

Smith said the Advisory Council to the President's Committee for

Tra�c Safety had contacted her about support for the study. On May

16, the Advisory Council had provided language for the amendment to

her and other supportive Senators. Senator Hubert H. Humphrey (D-

Mn.) had introduced the amendment that same day. Although his

amendment was desirable, she preferred an amendment modeled on

her Resolution 156. She, therefore, had converted the resolution into

an amendment, calling on the Secretary of Commerce instead of the

Senate Committee on Labor and Public Welfare to conduct the study.

Her amendment began:

The Secretary was to consider six areas:

1. The need for Federal assistance to State and local governments

in the enforcement of necessary highway safety and speed

requirements and the forms such assistance should take;

2. The advisability and practicability of uniform State and local

highway safety and speed laws and what steps should be taken

by the Federal Government to promote the adoption of such

uniform laws;

3. Possible means of promoting highway safety in the manufacture

of the various types of vehicles used on the highways;

4. Educational programs to promote highway safety;

5. The design and physical characteristics of highways; and

6. Such other matters as it may deem advisable and appropriate.

The Senate adopted Senator Smith's amendment as Section 123 of its

Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956. The Conference Committee modi�ed

the provision in several ways, including a change that limited

expenditures to $200,000 and renumbered it as Section 117. The

Section 117 safety study, along with any advisable recommendations,

was to be submitted to Congress no later than March 1, 1959.

The House Special Subcommittee on Tra�c Safety

In June 1956, sparked by the Nation's new road building program, the

House of Representatives adopted House Resolution 357,

84  Congress:

The Secretary of Commerce is authorized and directed to

make a full and complete investigation and study for the

purpose of determining what action can by taken by the

Federal Government to promote the public welfare by

increasing highway safety in the United States.

th



On June 5, 1956, the Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce

established the Special Subcommittee on Tra�c Safety.

Representative Kenneth A. Roberts (D-Al.) was appointed Chairman.

Other members were Representatives John V. Beamer (R-In.), Samuel

N. Friedel (D-Md.), Walter Rogers (D-Tx.), and Paul S. Schenck (R-Oh.).

Roberts, who believed strongly in States' rights, had a reputation for

taking on big business. That same year, he had scored a legislative

victory when his bill on refrigerator safety was enacted despite

industry objections. The new law required manufacturers to include a

device allowing the doors to be opened from the inside to prevent the

tragedy of children locking themselves inside abandoned refrigerators

while playing and su�ocating as a result.

Beginning on July 16, 1956, the subcommittee held hearings in

Washington and around the country to receive testimony from

hundreds of experts in all phases of highway safety. On August 9, for

example, the subcommittee was in Chicago to hear from the American

Bar Association, the American College of Surgeons, the International

Association of Chiefs of Police, the National Safety Council, and the

Council of State Governments.

Following the hearings, the subcommittee submitted its �rst

report, Highway Tra�c Safety, on January 3, 1957. It explained that

after hearing from the leading experts in the �eld, the subcommittee

was "encouraged by the intelligent and e�ective e�orts being made in

many areas by industry and public agencies to reduce the accident

toll." The report added: "At the same time, it is obvious that more can

and must be done." In this regard, the subcommittee had developed

19 general recommendations:

1. More aggressive action by local communities, counties, and

states to implement e�ectively the Action Program

recommendations of the President's Highway Safety Conference.

2. Expanded basic research into the human factors which

contribute to tra�c accidents is urgently needed.

3. Uniform tra�c laws and local ordinances should be enacted at

once in every jurisdiction.

4. Research in highway and tra�c engineering should be

accelerated and expanded to meet increasing highway and

Resolved, That the Committee on Interstate and Foreign

Commerce, acting as a whole or by subcommittee, is

authorized to conduct a full and complete investigation and

study of the large increase in tra�c accidents on the streets

and highways of the United States during recent years, in

order to determine (1) the extent to which excessive speed,

intoxication, lack of adequate safety inspection of vehicles,

insu�ciently strict State and local laws, poor condition of

highways, and other factors have been responsible for such

increase and for the resulting deaths, personal injuries, and

economic losses, and (2) the measures which may be taken

by the Federal Government to assist in eliminating such

accidents or reducing their frequency and severity.

The Committee shall report to the House (or to the Clerk of

the House if the House is not in session) as soon as

practicable during the present Congress the results of its

investigation and study, together with such

recommendations as it deems advisable.

For the purpose of carrying out this resolution the

committee or subcommittee is authorized to sit and act

during the present Congress at such times and places within

the United States, its Territories and possessions, whether

the House is in session, has recessed, or has adjourned, and

to hold such hearings as it deems necessary.
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tra�c needs.

5. School driver education and adult retraining programs must be

expanded.

6. Driver examining, licensing and suspension procedures must be

strengthened.

7. Tra�c law enforcement and the administration of tra�c justice

should be improved.

8. Better accident reporting procedures are needed and more

e�ective use of available accident data should be made.

9. Continued and expanded research on safe vehicle design with

less emphasis on speed and horsepower is needed.

10. There should be nationwide modernization of all tra�c signs,

signals and markings.

11. More public education in accident victim care is urgently needed.

12. The need for more adequate �nancial responsibility laws should

be studied.

13. More vehicle inspection laws are needed.

14. Colleges and universities should provide more training in all

phases on highway tra�c administration, tra�c management

and control.

15. Closer and more e�ective coordination among groups working

in tra�c safety is urgently needed.

16. Improved methods of public tra�c safety education are needed.

17. Better means of technical and professional exchange of

information on tra�c safety must be provided.

18. Organized citizen support for balanced and well-organized

safety programs of responsible public o�cials must be

developed and expanded.

19. The tra�c safety study should be continued and expanded by

the next Congress.

The reported noted that the subcommittee had not made any e�ort

"to outline the area of Federal responsibility in promoting tra�c

safety." The Federal role thus far had been "con�ned largely to

research and uno�cial e�orts at coordination of safety activities."

However, given the large expenditures being made for highway

development as well as the Federal role under the Constitution in

protecting interstate commerce, the Federal Government had "a

de�nite responsibility in developing and promoting tra�c safety." On

this point, the subcommittee concluded:

‹ Chapter 1: President Harry

S. Truman's Highway

Safety Conferences

Chapter 3: Maintaining The

Focus

›

[The] subcommittee is not prepared to recommend any

Federal regulatory legislation dealing directly with tra�c

safety, as, for example, along the lines of the

comprehensive regulatory powers exercised in the �eld of

aviation. But there is widespread demand for action. If the

State and local communities continue to lag behind public

sentiment in adopting safety measures, there

unquestionably will be an increased demand for action by

the Congress.
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https://www.usa.gov/
https://www.transportation.gov/web-policies
https://www.transportation.gov/web-standards
https://highways.dot.gov/newsroom
https://highways.dot.gov/newsroom/press-releases
https://highways.dot.gov/newsroom/speeches-and-testimony
https://highways.dot.gov/newsroom/media-contacts
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/contact/
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