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I N July 1956, the United States began the 
most ambitious highway construction pro

gram in history-the modernization of over 
41,000 miles of trunk highways within the 
space of 13 years. Although this country is the 
foremost motorized nation in the world, high
way construction and improvement have not 
kept pace with the growth and development 
of motor traffic. Efficient transportation is 
hindered by miles of narrow, unsafe high
ways, by congested city streets, and by subur
ban roads which are inadequate for the traffic 
flows they carry. 

Until the early part of this century the Fed
eral Government confined its highway activi
ties to educational and research programs, but 
the Federal-Aid Road Act of 1916 provided 
grants to the states for the improvement of 
rural roads on which the mails were trans
ported. The money was allocated one-third 
on the basis of area; one-third on population; 
and one-third on post-road mileage. The 
states, for their part, matched the funds dol
lar for dollar, set up adequate highway de
partments, and maintained the roads. In 1921 

·· •.. 
·· ... 

an interstate system of principal roads outside 
incorporated areas (which represented about 
7 percent of total rural mileage at that time) 
was designated, and Federal aid was limited 
to this network of major roads. 

Expansion of Federal aid 
Federal highway expenditures were 

boosted sharply in the 1930's as a means of 
providing public relief during the depression. 
The primary purpose of highway construction 
in that period was to provide employment, 
and for the first few years of the decade the 
requirement for matching funds was relaxed. 
In 1936 a new Federal-aid road system was 
set up--the secondary, or farm-to-market, 
road program. During the 1930's, the contri
bution of the Federal Government to total 
funds spent on construction of the state high
way systems rose to 40.5 percent. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
the United States had about two million miles 
of streets and roads, less than 1 percent of 
which was paved. By 1941, the total network 
had increased by more than one million miles, 
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and over one and one-half million miles had 
been surfaced. The nation had gone a long 
way toward getting out of the mud. But there 
was still the formidable task of providing ade
quate highways for the millions of improved, 
high-speed vehicles which now used the 
roads. The number of cars, trucks, and buses 
had risen from 3.6 million in 1916 to 37.1 
million in 1941, and most of the traffic was 
concentrated on city streets and major roads 
which represented only a fraction of total 
mileage. The nation was facing a serious ur
ban congestion problem, which was aggra
vated by the interruption of highway improve
ments during World War II. 

The Highway Act of 1944 extended Fed
eral road aid to urban areas, and the National 
System of Interstate and Defense Highways 
was officially set up. In 1954 the central gov
ernment's share of the costs for the interstate 
routes was raised from the traditional 50 per
cent to 60 percent. This was increased to 90 
percent1 by the Highway Act of 1956, which 
completely outlined and authorized a vast 
program-41,000 miles of controlled-access 
superhighways spanning the nation, linking 
90 percent of all cities with populations over 
50,000, and designed to handle 20 percent of 
total motor vehicle traffic. 

Financing the interstate system 
The states obtain a large part of the funds 

needed for highway construction and mainte
nance from user taxes on gasoline, tires, and 
motor vehicles. Most states have laws against 
diversion of such tax money for other uses. 
But prior to 1956 Federal highway user taxes 
were simply deposited in the general funds, 
and money was then appropriated by Con
gress for grants to the states. When the Fed
eral-Aid Highway Act of 1956 was passed, a 
special trust fund was set up to finance ex
penditures on the interstate system. The Fed-

1 States in which public lands represent more than 5 percent of 
the total state area can receive up to 95 percent of the cost of 
improving interstate roads. All Twelfth District states qualify 
for thi, extra aid. 

eral excise taxes on motor fuels, gasoline, 
tires, highway vehicles, and stocks of motor 
vehicles were increased for the period extend
ing from July 1956 to July 1972. 

The revenue section of the act contained a 
clause known as the Byrd Amendment, which 
stated that expenditures in any given year 
must not exceed the money available in the 
trust fund. When cost estimates were revised 
upward this year, this pay-as-you-build pro
vision threatened to stretch the program out 
to 16, or even 20, years. In order to insure 
completion of the project before 1975 and to 
stimulate the economy during the present re
cession, Congress amended the highway bill 
in April of this year. The Byrd Amendment 
was suspended for fiscal years 1959 and 1960, 
and apportionments were increased for both 
the interstate and the regular Federal-aid 
road systems. 

Impact of the interstate program 
By the early 1970's, when the interstate 

project is finished, more will have been 
changed than just the surface of the high
ways. Past experience with new expressways 
suggests that the interstate program will have 
very important effects on urban planning and 
on industrial expansion and relocation. Some 
individuals and communities will suffer eco
nomic losses from relocation of highways and 
facilities; but, on balance, the program should 
result in increased land values, revitalization 
of urban shopping centers as through traffic 
is rerouted, and better industrial and urban 
distribution patterns. Furthermore, the truck
ing industry should be greatly stimulated by 
this program. Schedules will be shortened, 
costs reduced, and new markets opened. 

Another significant result expected of the 
project is a decrease in accidents. On the basis 
of studies showing that traffic fatalities are 
greatly reduced on controlled-access roads, 
engineering estimates have been published 
which predict that perhaps as many as 4,000 
lives per year will be saved by the interstate 87 
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superhighways. Besides making motor travel 
safer, the program will also expedite traffic, 
thus saving time and money for both the aver
age motorist and the commercial vehicle. It 
has been estimated that the savings in time, 
operating cost, and reduced accident damage 
made possible by the interstate system will 
amount to about $2 billion per year. 

The increased convenience, comfort, and 
safety of the American motorist will be long
term results of the program. But in the next 
few years the economy will feel the impact of 
the construction program itself and its con
comitant demand for labor and materials such 
as steel, cement, explosives, lumber, aggre
gates, and petroleum products. During the 
current recession the program acts to support 
the economy by supplying a more or less con
stant market for materials and labor. By the 
same token, during a boom the program 
would also furnish competition for materials 
and labor and hence contribute in some de
gree to inflationary pressures. The shortage 
of engineers which threatened to delay the 
program at first has been circumvented to 
some extent by the use of computing ma
chines, photogrammetry, and improved man
agement procedures; and the downturn in 
business activity has eased the serious prob
lem of a structural steel shortage. If a rise in 
the volume of construction of bridges, over
passes, and other special road structures 
should coincide with a spurt in other heavy 
construction, however, structural steel might 
again be in short supply. 

Current status of program 

The highway construction program offi
cially began in July 1956, with the signing of 
the Federal-Aid Road Act which provided 
funds for the first three years of the project. 
As of April 30, 1958, $5.0 billion in Federal 
funds had been apportioned among the states. 
As Table 1 shows, $3.5 billion has been ob-

CHART 1 

INTERSTATE HIGHWAY SYSTEM 
PROJECTED MILEAGE AND FEDERAL 

CONTRI BUTIONS.!IIN DISTRICT STATES 
MII.LIONS OF DOLLARS 
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IDAHO 

APPDIITIOIIIIIEIITI UPPIEIIICALIE 
IIILIAII LOWEll ICA:;;U;._ __ _. 
I I I 

MILES l!OO 1000 1000 2000 

1 Funds apportioned through 6seal 19 59. 
Source : U.S. , Congress, House, Committee on Public Works, 

Report of FactOI't/01' Use 011 Apportioning Funds /01' the 
National System o Interstate and Defense Highways, 85th 
Cong., 2nd Sess., Holl5e Doc. 300. 

ligated.1 Of this sum, $1.4 billion was for 
preliminary engineering and right;of-way ac
quisition; construction contracts for roads 
which have been "advertised, put under way, 
or completed" amount to $2.1 billion. An
other $1 .2 billion has been programmed only, 
that is, the money has been set aside or ear
marked for specific projects not yet started. 
These figures include the 10 percent of the 
cost of the interstate roads which is borne by 
the states. In addition, there is an unpro
grammed balance of $1.2 billion in Federal 
funds. As for actual construction in place, 
from the inception of the project in July 1956, 
through April1958, work on 1,454 miles of 
1 Authorizations (or obligations) represent the total cost of pro

grams now under way and are the best indicator of progress on 
the project. One construction trade journal bas compared obli· 
gations figure$ to contract award» in other engineering pro.iecta. 
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TABLE 1 

STATUS OF INTERSi'ATE .rENSE HIGHWAY SYSTEM 

(Amounts in millions of dollars) 

Area I Authorized' Programmed Only' 

Preliminary Engineering 
and Right-of-Way 

Acquisition (onslrudion Contracts' 
Total Federal Total Federal Total Federal 
Cost Funds Cost Funds Miles Cost Funds 

I - I 

Arizona $ 11 $ 10 $ 19 $ 19 123 $ 19 $ 18 

California 351* 95 174 158 164 4 4 

Idaho 5 4 11 10 35 12 11 
I 

Nevada 15 14 8 7 20 I 6 5 

Oregon 9 8 36 33 155 2 2 

Utah 12 11 8 8 21 24 23 

Washington 22 20 36 31 122 12 11 

Twelfth District 425 163 292 265 640 79 74 

United States $1,392 $1,012 $2,098 $1,822 4,027 $1,158 $1,039 

1 Funds authorized (obligated) are state expenditures approved by the Bureau of Public Roads. 

Miles 

91 

5 

49 

14 

6 

53 

17 

236 

1,982 

I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 

Unprogrammed 
Balance' 

$ 10 

25 

27 

26 

23 

6 

20 

137 

$11156 

• Funds previously programmed and now committed for construction work; includes contracts advertised but not yet awarded, contracts awarded but not yet under way, contracts under way 
and contracts completed. These figures do not include work authorized prior to July I , 1956, as do the figures in Table 2. ' 

1 Funds committed for specific projects in a program which deftnes the location, general nature, and estimated cost of each project. 
• Federal funds apportioned to each state but not yet committed to projects in any way. These figures include the funds apportioned in April 1958. 
*Preliminary engineering and right-of-way acquisition account for two- thirds of the total programmed funds in California. That slate has a unique and efficient procedure for purchase of 
r ights·of-way. A revolving fund supplies money for proposed highway sites, even before construction funds are appropriated. Thus, the land can be bought well in advance and the re
volving fund is reimbursed when the appropriation is made for that specific project. This procedure forestalls construction or other developments on land schedul ed for highw~y use. Such 
improvements would increase the price of the property and delay the actual process of road construction, and there would be a social loss involved in removing them. 
Note: Details may not add to totals because of rounding. 
Source: United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of Public Roads. 
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interstate routes had been completed at a total 
cost of $352 million. Another 2,714 miles, 
representing a total cost of $1.5 billion, are 
under construction.l 

Twelfth District states, which have 17 per
cent of the total United States mileage in the 
system, received $639 million, or about 13 
percent, of the Federal funds allocated 
through fiscal 1959. As of April 30, 1958, 
$717 million had been obligated-$425 mil
lion for preliminary engineering and right-of
way and $292 million for construction con
tracts.2 Another $79 million is programmed 
only, and $137 million in Federal funds is 
still uncommitted. Since July 1956, 216 miles 
have been completed in District states at a 
cost of $75 million; and 445 miles, repre
senting an outlay of $218 million, are under 
way. 

Thus far, 10.3 percent of allocated mileage 
is under way or completed in the District, 
compared with 10.8 percent in the nation as 
a whole. The District rate of obligation, how
ever, is well ahead of the nation's: Twelfth 
District states have obligated 67 percent of 
the Federal funds apportioned, while the cor
responding national figure is 57 percent. 
There is a good deal of variation among states 
in the District with regard to progress on the 
system, as Chart 2 shows. 

Is the program on schedule? 
In the nation as a whole, apportionment, 

programming, and obligation of funds are on 
schedule. All the money voted by Congress 
through fiscal 1959 has been apportioned. 
Over one-third of this sum has been obli
gated; and another one-third has been pro
grammed, that is, committed to some specific 
project. Less than one-third is still uncom
mitted. But there is little visible evidence of 

'Before the passage of the 1956 Act, some work on the inter.;tate 
routes had already been started, with Federa.l funds authorized 
in previous years; and these figures include such projects. Not 
all the mileage listed as under construction or completed rep
resents the total improvement scheduled ; for example, mileage 
on which grading contracts are under way or completed is in· 
eluded, although paving remains to be done. Only 46 miles of 
finished road were actually ready for traffic at the start of 1958. 

2 These figures include the state matching funcb. 

CHART 2 

PROGRESS IN USE OF FEDERAL FUNDS 
FOR INTERSTATE SYSTEM v 

UNPIIOtRAMMEO 

PR08RAIIIIED 

1 As of April 30, 1958. 
•California, Oregon, Washington, Arizona, Nevad~ Utah, Idaho. 

Source : United States Department of Commerce, .uureau of Pub. 
lie: Roacb. 

the program thus far. Neither the construc
tion industry nor the supplying industries 
(equipment, steel, cement, etc.) have been 
noticeably stimulated. Nor has the increase in 
employment been so great as some observers 
had forecast. The number of employees en
gaged in highway and street construction did 
increase by 13 percent from 1955 to 1956, 
but the 1956-57 gain was only 3 percent. 

There has been some misunderstanding of 
the rate at which the program would develop. 
The average lag from apportionment of funds 
to expenditures, that is, to completion of the 
individual project, is estimated by the Bureau 
of Public Roads to be 24 months. The first 
year's apportionment was about $1.2 billion, 
which, considering the estimated lag, should 
be spent by mid-1958. According to budget 
estimates, by mid-1958 $2.7 billion will have 
been paid out of the trust fund. Much of this, 
of course, is being spent for groundwork 
(preliminary engineering and right-of-way ac
quisition) which is not immediately obvious, 
although it is an essential part of the pro
gram. Highway construction will continue to 
pick up at a brisk pace in the next two years. 
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For example, contract awards in 1957 were 
20 percent higher than in 1956, and an 18 
percent increase is forecast for 1958. 

Joint Department of Commerce-Depart
ment of Labor forecasts for public construe- . 
tion made before the 1958 Highway Act was 
passed indicate that expenditures for new con
struction in place on the interstate system will 
amount to $850 million in 1958, more than 
tripling the 1957 figures. Thus, for the second 
year in a row, the interstate system will ac
count for the major part of the rise in new 
highway construction, which stood at $4.5 
billion in 1956, $4.8 billion in 1957, and is 
expected to reach $5.5 billion in 1958. 

It is now anticipated that a peak of $6.7 
billion will be reached in a few years, since 
the program has been stretched to 15 or more 
years and expenditures for roads financed 
solely by the states have started a downward 
movement. According to testimony by Fed
eral Highway Administrator Bertram D. 
Tallamy before the Senate Public Works Sub
committee early in 1957, there will be a steady 
but gradual increase in demand for materials 

and equipment throughout the program rather 
than the sharp rise to a peak in the mid-pro
gram years (1960-65) and subsequent de
cline which was originally anticipated. 

Possible roadblocks ahead 
The experience of the first two years has 

raised several problems. Congress has already 
discovered that the cost of road building has 
gone up. When the program was first planned, 
it was estimated that $25 billion of Federal 
funds and nearly $3 billion of state funds 
would be spent on the interstate system alone. 
In a report to Congress at the beginning of 
1958, Secretary of Commerce Weeks an
nounced that the cost to the Federal and State 
Governments of completing the mileage now 
planned would be approximately $34 billion. 
Adding to this the sum already apportioned 
would mean that the total Federal share 
would be about $34 billion and the states' 
share about $3.7 billion. This 37 percent in
crease in cost estimates is the result of both 
rising construction costs and a larger volume 
of work. The index of average bid prices has 

TABU2 

ACTIVE AND COMPLETED N INTERSTATE SYSTEM 1 

APRIL 30, 1958 

Construction In Progress (oastrucllon Completed 
Total Cost Federa I Funds Miles Total Cost Federal Funds Miles 

Area (millions of dollars) (millions of dollars) 

Arizona $ 13 $ 12 79 $ 3 $ 3 52 
California 144 130 139 41 26 43 
Idaho 8 7 26 1 1 9 
Nevada 7 7 20 2 2 6 
Oregon 18 17 86 13 11 57 
Utah 6 5 15 3 3 13 
Washington 22 19 80 11 9 35 

Twelfth District 218 197 445 75 52 216 

United States $1,528 $1,304 2,714 $352 $242 1,454 

1 Work on the interstate system authorized prior to July 1, 19 56, is Included. Some of the mileage provides only part of the total improve
ment; for example, grading contracts, which will subsequently be followed by paving contracts. 
Note: Details may not add to totals because of rounding. 
Source: United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of Public Roads . 91 
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risen 14.3 percent from the low in the second 
quarter of 1955 to the fourth quarter of 1957. 
In addition, the most recent estimates for the 
1975 traffic volume which the system is ex
pected to accommodate are up 15 percent. 
The decision of Congress that local needs be 
given "equal consideration with the needs of 
interstate commerce," in so far as practicable, 
made necessary a 63 percent increase in spe
cial structures, such as grade separations, in
terchanges, and frontage roads. For the pres
ent, however, the Administration has not 
asked for an increase in the taxes which fi
nance the project. Another, more detailed, 
cost estimate must be submitted in January 
1962, and it will be clearer then whether more 
revenues will be needed. 

Meanwhile, the question of apportionment 
of funds through fiscal 1962 has been settled 
by Congress. Apportionments for the first 
three years of the program were based on a 
modified area-population-rural mileage for
mula, but the Highway Act of 1956 specifies 
that allocations after fiscal 1959 should be 
based solely on what percentage of the sys
tem remains to be completed in each state, so 
that the project may be finished simultane
ously in all states. According to this formula, 
about 17 percent of the money necessary to 
improve the 38,500 miles now allocated will 
be spent in the Twelfth District, 1 0 percent of 
the total in California. The Federal-Aid 
Highway Act of 1958 authorized use of this 
"needs" formula in fiscal19 59 and 1960. Ap
portionments in future years will depend on 
further review of the cost report submitted by 
the Bureau of Public Roads last January. 

Another controversial question is the mat
ter of reimbursement to the states for portions 
of the interstate system which were completed 
or put under construction before the start of 
the expanded Federal-aid program, specifi
cally, between August 2, 1947, and June 30, 
1957. In a report to Congress this January, 
the Bureau of Public Roads declared that 

10,859 miles 1 of the system were eligible for 
reimbursement. Of this total, 24 percent is in 
Twelfth District states, primarily California. 

The total cost of reimbursement to the Fed
eral Government would be about $5 billion, 
of which $2.6 billion is for toll roads. There 
is certain to be a long and stormy period of 
congressional discussion on this matter, par
ticularly over toll road reimbursement. Very 
little of the eligible District mileage consists 
of toll roads, however. 

Spending on other Federal-aid 
road systems 

In this session of Congress, legislation was 
passed which increased appropriations for the 
so-called ABC system (primary, secondary, 
and urban roads) from the present $875 mil
lion annual rate to $900 million in fiscal year 
1960, and to $925 million in fiscal 1961. As 
a special stimulus to employment, the legis
lators also made a supplemental appropria
tion of $400 million for fiscal 1959 to be ap
portioned immediately for projects which 
must be completed by December 1, 1959. 
Furthermore, the Federal share of costs on 
roads built with this special appropriation is 
to be 66% percent, and the states need pro
vide only 331;3 percent. If some states find 
that they cannot meet even this requirement, 
they may borrow up to two-thirds of the funds 
they need from the Federal Government. The 
borrowed money would then be deducted 
from the states' regular apportionments for 
the fiscal years 1961 and 1962. 

Conclusion 
The participation of the Federal Govern

ment in the nation's road problems has in
creased steadily during this century. The in
terstate highway program is not distin
guished merely by its large dollar volume. The 
1956 legislation marks several major changes 
in public philosophy with regard to roads. 
First, the large percentage of Federal funds is 
1 Only 1,955 miles of this were fully completed as of September 

1957. 
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a measure of the new importance of the cen
tral government in the highway field. The ne
cessity for uniformity and standardization has 
even divested the states of much of the ad
ministrative control of the system. Secondly, 
this is the first pay-as-you-go Federal high
way program. The funds with which the Gov
ernment reimburses the states come from a 
special extra-budget trust account fed by ex
cise taxes on highway users. When the proj
ect is completed, the nation should have a 
modern network of major roads designed to 
handle the volume of motor traffic antici
pated in 1975. Maintenance and administra
tion will be the responsibility of the individual 
states, but it is unlikely that the trend of in
creasing Federal attention to highways will 
cease then. All the traffic needs of the 1970's 
cannot now be foreseen. New automotive de-

signs, new population and industrial concen
trations, new forms of transportation, per
haps, could make large sections of the inter
state system obsolete within a few years after 
their completion. Moreover, unless proper at
tention is given to the special problems of 
city traffic and urban planning, the nation 
may still face a serious urban congestion 
problem. 

The interstate system is but a small fraction 
of our total road mileage, all of which must 
be maintained and improved. Even when the 
current program is complete there will still re
main a large, unsatisfied backlog of highway 
needs. Long-range forecasting is notoriously 
hazardous; but the outlook is for a high level 
of outlays on roads, supported strongly by the 
Federal Government, far into the last decades 
of this century. 
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