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Association of Highway Officials of North Atlantic States
Atlantic City, ¥.J., February 18, 1932

Road Service for Commnities Not -on State RoadJSystem’if:V5‘
oy’

o

Thos. B, MacDonald, Chief
U.S. Bureau of Public Roads

As a preliminary to £hé ﬁreparafioﬁ of this ddégussion
I requested ihformatidn from the distridt_engineers and State
represeﬂtatlves of the Bureau‘. - N

In add1t10n to certaﬁn statlstlcs and facts I desired
partlcularlv %helr reactlond aﬂd thelr comments as to future.
possibilities of exten51on of more adequate hlghrav service in
the face of a certaln reductlon oF total road incoae The execur
tives of the State hlghwaJ departments, as always generously |
collaborated In the reborts coverlng the whole of the Unzted
States there is a wealth of data, but more 1wporta t 1udeed are
the conclusions drawn and tne eallgqtenlng plcture presented of ff
the whole blgnwayllﬂproverpnf tre ad bv e\gerlenced englneers 1"}z{)’,_;.”~'
have lived with, and been 2 respoa31ble pert of the actualitiesii

Whlch they now record.

Constructive Legislation Depeadent Unon Public Understandime =

Prom these combined sourées,‘intelligently*inférgfeﬁfﬁg;f*‘”

things as they are, may be drawn the basis for a sound highway =
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‘philt)‘sophy for the future. ot that the conclusions are either
final or exclusive - rather they point the direction which defi-
nitely leads to progress and equally definitely define the errors
of past policies and pr1n01ples of both legislation and adminis-
tration. I am ac'centug the source of the data and reports upon
which this discussion is immediately based because I desire to
emphé:size the necessity for eagineering statesmanship in planning
fipancisl and administrativé policies, and to assert the right
through accomplishment of the State highwoay departments to formu-
late the principles written into future road legislation. There
is no ihdﬁght of little or partisan issues. There is oanlr the
desire to im}ﬁressv the need for constmctixfe -legislation founded
' \ipéti a loz‘xg-t‘ime»'conception free from the false palliatives and
panacens that have inevitablv md cons’cantly failed,

| For abtmt fortv vears the u'lderlJlng economlc prracmples
have been developing complementar:r to the adVance of engineering
technique. The essentxal harmow of these and the dependence of
the one upo*'x the other are widely if not unzversa.ll;r acinorledged.
The translation as a unity into practice hasv be’en confronted vith,
and in mony cases delayed b, the element of pﬁ.’olic education
‘invo;vied‘.v ".{’he establishument of highway 'tmnsport on ax efficient
and economical basis presents a unique difficulty, - e private
ownarghip end operation of the vehicle and the public ormership

and provision of the roadways.
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The mnturing of highwny leaislation providing efficiont
adrinistration becomes not only a prbblém of‘wfiting‘ihto the
statutes the imposition of outhority and‘rasponSibility‘upon the
highway of“icials, but mlso oane of sccuring the prorequisites of
public understanding and support, since 1egi$1nti§n ravely out~

strips public théught.

State Highwoy Legislntion - A Product of the Present

Ever since the first State highway department was ostabw{; 
lishod therao hés teen a fairly consistent progress toward bet&ér}‘
rural hightry administration, - better with respect to the stﬁngﬁ
ards of both design and worlmanship, to cconomy in expenditures,
and to meeting the State-wide traffic service needs. Right,harew
it may be noted that this progress can in general be creditad,tp,yi
the engincering profession, although there have been some out~

standing administrators vho were not engincers but who,adopgqq‘_;y‘

nnd held to both the cconemic ond tochnical principles of -good

onginearingz.w Thig growth, however, hns not been sufficiently

rapid for the critical time which hns now come wupon us. We are
confronted with a difficult fiscal situntion with the uggquivoéa;f.‘
demend for no decreasc. in either the quality or extension of fﬁei‘

highmoy service. We are confronted with an acute renction ggaiﬁgi'

taxrtion, poarticularly of real property.




Road User Tax Diversion - A Major Problem
There are more than a few demands to divert the income
from special taxes upon the road user for other govermmental pur-

poses. This year relatively few of the State legislatures are

holding their regular sessions. Were this not true there would

. ‘fbé‘ o much wider and much more general attack upon this income
- from these 'épecial taxes, for the purpose of relieving other

' taxation or to replace the income from these other taxes already

" lost., And it is probable that in another year, although dusiness

kcblz;xiift‘-ions have materially changed for the better, there will be
widespread and vigorous attempts to divert thié income for a
varietyof uses, and from the .COletI'O]. of the State highwry De.pa,rt—
‘:sz'n‘e,ﬁ.t's.(fy e B
 This would be a more serious economic blunder than the
SPreai&iﬁ;g' of a poftioﬁ of these taxes to roads other ﬁhan State

highv_%éy 8.

*

Road Fln'mcn;g lef;cu.l’ues Have Résulted From Past. Pol1c1es
Tt Dividing Roa.d Income ?Between State and Local Control

Tak:.ng the plctare as 11:, now presents 1’cself for each of
tha 48 Sta‘ces, the outstanding pr1n01ples evident are:

First the States, vithout e‘cceptlon, whlch nve plac’e&’
the administration of the income from the £as taxes and ’ché’ notor |

: vehicle registration fees wholly under the control of the Stote



highway departments, are in the best condition fiﬁancially ﬁdt&
carry forward their State road programs, and to extend assist-
ance beyond the roads included within the State systems.

Second, the States that, vhile not retaining within Eh

tate highvway departments direct expenditure of all the 1ncome B

from these taxes, have provided a general control of the expendiw s

tures of the part of the income allocated to other governmental‘
divisions, .are without exception able to meet thei“‘obligaﬁivn’
for State roads and through this definite directlon are obtalning
the coordination of State and local road 1ﬂnrovement

And third, the States vhich have d1v1ded between thé States
and other agencies without State control a material part of the
income from these funds are almost without éxception facing séfis
ous financial difficulties both o the part of the State and the |
localities, to maintain existing roads aﬁd to go forward wiﬁﬁ:$?i, g
even a largely reduced program, i

Thus, there is no single answer to the problem of extea&ii
ing road service to communltles not on the State road system
that may be applied at once in each State, because of the w;deself
varistion in the existing conditioms in the States and the’i§ééi;‘~‘

commnities,

These governmental uni ts are not ree to asgume new. 0011

gations i*respectlve of the commitments and oulxgatlons whlch e




they have accumulated, some of them not only covering many vears
in the past but extending many yeers into the Tuture. ¢

The position of the State or other units of govermment
is exnctly that of the individual who has an income and has
living expenses, ~ccwmulated obligntions, and a maltitude of
finandial contingencies which may so tie his -~ctivities that he
can move only ns the total of these obligntions dictates unless
he takes advantage of the bankruptey laws, —hich practiced by a
governmental body.become the repudiation of debts.
o Because of the wide vnriatioms nowexisting between the

)

States, I am attempting to set up no cure-all for the difficulties
that beset any particular State, but rather to present principles
and facts that coan be applied in an analysis of ench situstion,
 and which, if applied, will result in relievinz to o reasonable
degree at 1eést, road tazes, and in the obtaiﬁing of better’results
relative to the rmounts expended,

Road Administrotion by Too Meny Small Units
Hot Yow Efficient or Economicol

The creation of the State highwny departmehts grew out of
the demnnd for the development of a system of State and inter~k‘
state mrin roads due to changed conditions of highway traffic.

These departments were estnblished under relatively new

laws which hnave been modified from time to time to meet chrngiung
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conditions. On the other hand the locnl roads,¢consti£utiné |
the big pércentage of all pudlic highways,}ha#e femainedqundéfn
the jurisdiction of the local officials whose basic lavs were
provided to.meet pioneer conditions, a totally differenf nethod
of travel and the use of funds derived essentiaily frém ibcdl,‘w
taxation.

There are certain charncteristics of this system.. Aﬁdﬁg,,
them rre the multiplicity of small administrotive boards with

power to tax rnd to expond the proceeas, the;eléction of rond

officials, such as that of town saperintendent, thé utiiizatidﬁ o
of dny labor or force account methods, the lnck of budgeting

income or o predetermined program, the 1nck of engineerln&, the

purchasing ‘of machinery orvmqterl.ls-ln small amounts the unr‘i_\'f
netessary duplication of eculpment Wﬂlch can mot be used to full
efficlency, road work done nt the wrong perlodSAQf‘the yarr, ;hg‘;:
1nck of contlnuous mointennnce, nnd the 1éck oﬁvéuffiéiéﬁtvfﬁﬁébr
to mnke possible eficient cperqtion. : : |

These are charwcterzstic of tbe smnll highwqy ﬂdmlnlsbrn} g
tive unit, such ~s the rurcl town or uovnsnlp. F,ny of them'e,q

to the rural county as an administrativeﬁunit;

Leaving out of consideration the relatively small use of

the specisl road districts, the county has generngﬂ be

smallest unit having legnl Tutdormty to 1ssua sonds far rurﬂl
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roads, This mthority, combined with bad fiscal practices, is‘
}espénsible for the present inextricable financial position of
mag& county governments.

There are many counties whose assessed valuations at
'présent would fall far below the legal requirements to support
the amount of outstanding bonds with disastrous repercussions
ﬁppn the value of their securities which have been purchased in
| gbod‘faith.

- While town and township government has left in recent
years much to be desired in the way of efficient resulfs for the
fuhds expended. they at least hove piled up no large bonded in-
debtedness from sheer lack of competent boolkkeeping and manage-
ment, sach as now éonfronts iapy‘counties. These conditions do
not‘generally exist in the'States represen%ed by the membership
ofbthis Association, - it &oes exist to an alarming degree in
~some of the cities.

Lower Property Taxes Can Only Be Secured Through
& Decrease in the Number of Taxing Upits

Because Qf these accumlated local debts it is difficult
to determine how much can be done to relieve property taxation
'iat‘éncef but it‘is not difficult to determine that the only help
fof fhe situaiioﬁ‘that gives promise of relief is a thorough

going revision of our system of locnl road edministration, in so



far as the strictly rur-~l townships and counties are concéfﬁéd;
Once the road-studJ is begun it 1is apporent that the proalem in
any State must be treated as a whole with these objectiVesﬁby
First, to establish an efficienf‘organizatioﬁ‘SO cbnéti—
tuted -os +o vlthstqnd the spoils gystem; secohd to prov1de ﬂnn
allocation of nveilable road funds so as not to dexeut the greater

purpose use or to decrcase incomne,

’

A Suzoested General Plan

Wnile this general discussion nmight be further elaborated,

4.

it is doubtless sufficient to form o brckground for the follow-
iﬁg principles to guide future legislation n~nd administrative -
policies to secure greanter economy in the expenditure of all read
~Tunds, and particularly for the purpose o§ extending road service

-

to locelities which are not now oan the State highwey systen,

(1) Adminiétration ofnPublic‘Highmays

Brsed on their size n~nd other ch aracterlotlcs‘ the Stﬂtes
moy be divided into two classes. The first class will include
those vhich are small in arer ~nd those in which céuﬁt?;or town :
government is essentiallv rural in character. Iq taes» S‘wﬁeshv
complete jurisdiction over the roads should be pirced uqdar tbe

State highwny departments. Tne second class will constltute these

States vhich are large in'area and in which\county~govarﬁmantihmﬁf"
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been well developed, and which contain a nux:;ber of netropolitan
‘,a.‘r;as.v Il’; thesé the smaller units of government such as the‘
townsh:xps should be consolidated under the counties, and no uwnit
of road adrxlnistratlon left smaller than the county. The metro—
politan cmmtles have suff 1cient.road income to provide for the
maintenance of' an adequate engineering staff, and this should be
‘the stawdard for the grouping, if necessary, of the remaining
counties into districts. | |

An established working rela’cionship'shguld be set up,
under which the State highway department would establish stand-
ard specifications and methods of accounting, and exercise
authgrity to correlate Tocal road improvements with the system
i of Staté highvays. '

In both classes of States there may be units smaller than
the counties that are essentially urban districts, such as many
of the towns of Massachusetts? in vhich the ad_ginistration‘justi-
figs an engineering organization as indicated for the metropolitan
countjr.

It will De noted in the above that thé suggested division
, between ‘the States is b°sed upon the area, but with the further

quallflcatlon of there havmg been establzsbed county administra-

’ tions whlcb are now *“unctlonmg ith an engineering organization.,

_I can see no good reason, g.nd some disadventages, for the large
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States ‘to ta¥e over-all road adainistrntion ~t the vrdsent tiime,
sineés it will De rmuch better for the State high-ay devartments’
in" such States to occuny a pos:Lt:Loq ~anlogous to the 'ao itioxn

occupied by the Federal Govermient izm its operations “f‘lth the

State highway department

(2) Finnnces.

2. All 1*100..& -I‘O;x the go »ol.me t'u_ and tfe “:.o'to* ve icle

license fee snom,,d be pl* ed under tho d:.rect or c‘c_mr"l coa’crol

of the State higaway depnrt;nent Se

th

©. The first income froa these toxes should wrovide for

the meeting of all current oblicntions of the State nif;'rfmv systen,

inc:luéing mo.inte", ance, :md o quj:?icient amount 'uid tio '“‘f"ll toi“f'»ro-—
v1de 'F‘or 4 cons JDI"LlCth-; and recons 'bructléh program, dete*ﬁﬁed ay
the conc‘{ition aad reasonnble needs of the existing S‘T“teﬂ.;:’ i
Thb ;ssentml element lf.ze.re__is:_ the necas\si‘c‘y’_’uo aeetéhé
mnjor trsf“lc remnremen‘ s and to m:'ov;de Ton ds T’illch w:.ll uncmw

E

age the growtn of trnff‘lc uwpon them. The s?;?:“etv of u;;e, ur”}'clli:g

mlbllc “ecesglt tes tne 'u:cther improvement of rc'xds "’11‘6%5;}"

proved. The income from these roafzs will “;e ,_mnter: ally red ced s

.-

if they are not constsmtly T :x.sca to st ,;‘d_yrd +hﬁ.i: *711.1 eaccmrtge

their use since so large a perceatmge o* our mcad 11100 is ;demn&-ﬁ

N

ent uwpon whnt may be termed the optipnnl or mcreatlo”x":l use af

the highwnyrs.,
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c. A portlon of the balance of the road income from
: ,,gt«jhese; special taxes may be used as State aid for the secondary
‘road system under either the direct or general control of the
‘State highway department. This would depend upon the class into
‘Hivhic;h the State would fall as above.
d. The remaining portion of the balance should be allo-
"cated, to the construction and reconstruction of the ,streefs in'
: »i’h_e cities which are a necessary part of the State highway system,
 [ ﬁpder ’ti;e general control of the State highway departments.
e ’e. In these recommendations lies the possibility of a
‘materlal reduction of property taxation except where there hasg
'been an accumilation of past indebtedness so large as to ﬂbsorb
“;a 1arge part of the income, and unfortunately this is true in
“i\some States and many counties, 1 a'opv'ecvte fully thbt a divi-
sion of the income from these special road_ taxes disregarding
these prmmples can be forced to produce utterly disastrous |
_res*alts. Any reduction of the funds available to the State
highwa:; &epartmen’ss below that necessarjr for the comstant im-
' ;‘gg;mmt and extension of the State highway system will result
}lin & loss of income from road use and a rapid denrbclﬂtlon of
the tremendous investments already mz’de. This is the economic

"“i‘brakn thot mast be }s:ept in efflc:.ent fvorkinp' order to stop rrids

o jujpon %bese sz)ecchl rohd funds th:vt can only result in the loss
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of o large part of the funds themselves. The State highway
systems must be recognized as o vast public utility Those earn-
ihg éapncity if lept wp to o high degree of efficiency is very
1arg§ and constnntly growing -utl whose earning power can be cut
dow himost over night., Prooerty trxntioan for rural rond pur-
poses cnn not be replaced entirely by these specinl tazes.
There is no Statc in which the income from these specinl taxes:
iwill support the total cos€ T the necessory annuﬂl rond program
of construction ~nd maintenance. The principle of divisions of
cost between saurces of revenue bosed on the chnracter”of~use-
of the roads mwst be recognized, vhich mrzes o distinction'between
those roods vhich ore built nnd F.lgtl ned for the genoral»nse:’
T %the ;mblié and those which are built andvmaintaiﬁed to give

access to the land,

(3) Cooperation,

There i1s no insurmovntable difficulty invesiuallshinb the

coordinated admlnlstrqtloq necessary to nroduce th@ most eylec~ o

tive results between the State gharrr denw*tmen* and the 1ocal
units, where these rre opcrating om a bnsis that JuSulfIQS the o

-

maintenance of an adequate and competent engineering fores. =

While the consolidstion of o mumber of ‘rural countles iaﬁlvzdr,.fV”'“
urlly uvnable to maint~in such a foree into1districts.is:feaSibl$;g "

this would be difficult to nccomplish, snd it would donbtless be -
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perfernble to set up for such rural counties, a district under

~ ‘the direct jurisdiction of the Stote highwny department, ncting

;”fﬁrdugh district ‘engineers oppointed from its own staff,

It will be noted that the ~bove recommendntions for
’cdﬁpérative administration in substance reduce to a plan in
which the State highwny departmént takes over directiom of all
: éésentiéll?irural-rond —~ork, with the exception of the metro-
 §01itanﬂcounfieg“0r2£0wns “hose business justifies the mninte-

,f‘nwnce of o competent engineering orgnnization., It also extends
'kthé'activity“of‘the State highway department into the cities for
‘a;[thesimprcvaﬁent of the moin arteries of trovel with financial and

,engineering\cboper&tioh between the State hishway depdrtMan”éﬁd
‘-thé”cit& engineering departments;

This latter suggestion will be criticized, but the diver-

éion of the income from the specinl road taxes to residentinl
strects and those of nev subdivisions, vhlcn will otnerwwse

;1nev1tab1y result, will not aid in meetlng the citLes' financial
problems in prov1d1ng adequate 1rter111 rocds to carry the ever

1ncr9351ng concentration of traffic.

(4) Types of comstruction.
This discussion, which would project the State into the
lJbﬁilding and mnintennnce of roads of ‘secondary types and the so-

called low-cost types, finds justification in the fact that there
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will be a tremendous waste of funds over = period of years
unless this work is done by the most competent engineers and

under constantly improved specifications.

(5) Other Technical Requirements,

| Research and leboratory control ~re essential concomi-
tents. The secondary road o~nd farm traffic can be sorved ~de-
guately with the‘lower—cost cqnstruction.if there is put ;ﬁto
the plaonning of the systems ~nd the carrying ouat of_the’work the.
best efforts of the Stnte higfw#y departments either directly‘
through their own organizations or in cooveration with competent
engineering departments of thetsmaller units. It is fully
demonstrated by the transport surveys which have been mnde in
State after State thnt the concentration of traffic, and pnrti-,
cularly the use of the heavier umits, is confined to n small
portion of the total public roads,

There are very definite laws which govern the flow of
traffic, and we have come to the time now when no State can
afford to be working in the dark without the segresation ond
classification of its roads into systems bzsed upon their poten-
tisl utilization.

After the basic transport survey hns been mede, ctheck

surveys for limited periods should be mnade at intervals of n



few yeors cach, so thnt the planning of the system os 1t needs
to be, cnn be kept in a constantly up to date status,

As on essential part of a highway transport survey, nand
as 2 bagis for the reorgrnizntion rnd revemping of higinray
administration, there should be ~ complete finnncinl study mnde
to determine the fixed 1idbilitics and the.income which will be
avnilable fof operations.

Most of the recent changes in hizhny logislation of an
impbrtant character have been forcod upon the State highwny
departments by pﬁblic sentiment or,écute financipsl difficulties

of the smnller units oF govermment,

I wish to recommend to your Associatior nnd the individunl
States of the Association that you now toke the initintive-in
making studics along the general lines here indicated to place
yourselves in the position of being able {o give accurate,
determinative and. compelling information to your State legisla-
tures when these questions shall become acute before them. It
ig a time when engineering statesmanship applied in the highway
field can be productive of the greatest benefits in an essential
undertaking, — that of providing adequate highways throughout

each State,



