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The pros and cons of federal aid for highway maintenance are discussed.
Data on Pennsylvania’s maintenance effort are given. A proposal to re-
turn to the states a small portion of the federal tax for highway mainte-
nance and safety is made.

In recent years there has been some interest in federal
aid for maintenance among a few hard-pressed highway
administrators. I would like to look at the definition of
maintenance, past practice in the federal-aid highway
program, and the reason why some departments of trans-
portation are looking for federal aid for maintenance be-
fore looking at the pros and cons of the idea. The Amer-
ican Association of State Highway and Transportation Of-
ficials defines maintenance as

the act of preserving and keeping of the right of way and each type of
roadway, roadside, structure and facility as near as possible in its original
condition as constructed or as subsequently improved and the operation
of highway facilities and services to provide satisfactory and safe highway
transportation.

Maintenance does not include construction or betterment.
Construction is related to a new capital improvement;
betterment is the improvement, adjustment, or addition
to a highway that more than restores it to its former good
condition and that results in better traffic serviceability
without major changes in its original construction. Table
1 gives the type of work that comes under this definition
of maintenance in Pennsylvania and represents its major
maintenance effort.

This federal-aid highway program started in 1916
when World War I created the need for improved roads
and was aimed at rural areas. The Federal Highway Act
of 1921 placed the responsibility for maintenance of fed-
erally aided routes on individual states, and, in the event
of unsatisfactory maintenance, the federal government
might perform the required maintenance measures and
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charge the cost to the state concerned (1). Many state
highway departments started with county aid for construc-
tion and reconstruction of county roads, and the counties
were responsible for maintenance. Infact, in at least
two states, some or all of the maintenance is performed
by forces other than those of the state, and the state pays
for the cost. From the very beginning, then, there has
been a tradition of aid for construction with maintenance
not included. Over the years, the need for new and im-
proved highways has generally far outpaced the funds
available for construction.

Through the years, the federal highway program has
developed a large and diversified group of supporters who
have direct and indirect interest in the federal-aid con-
struction program and are usually referred to by journal-
ists as the "highway lobby', It should be recognized
that, before any federal aid for maintenance is authorized,
60 years of past experience will have to be reckoned with.
Why are some states even looking for or talking about
federal aid for maintenance when there is still a backlog
in estimated highway needs? Some of the following could,
by themselves or in combination, lead to a desire for
federal aid.

1. The costs of providing motorist services such as
rest areas, lighting, snow and ice control, and the like
are generally much higher per kilometer on Interstate
roads than on non-Interstate roads.

2. Inflation has raised the cost of maintenance,

3. Lack of reconstruction on the older primary and
secondary roads has required a greater maintenance
effort.

4. The energy crisis, with its accompanying slowdown
in annual growth of fuel taxes from 5 to 2.5 percent, is
causing lower than expected revenue.

5. Debt service on bonds to finance the 10 percent and
30 percent state share of the federal-aidprogram is great;
in Pennsylvania, debt service has gone from $37.4 mil-
lion in 1969 to $164 million in 1976.

With this in mind, let us look at some of the pros and
cons of federal aid to maintenance.



Table 1. Maintenance in Pennsylvania.

Expenditures

Rank Activity Description Dollars Percent
1, Snow and ice control, antiskid chemical 29 938 718 18.5
2 Patching, manual 18 653 530 11.5
3 Surface treating, liquid bituminous material 13 112 205 8.1
4 Patching, mechanized 9 829 223 6.1
5 Line painting 6 723 526 4.2
6 Surface treatment, plant mix 6 100 228 3.8
7 Snow and ice control, plow 5 459 194 3.4
8 Grading, shoulders 4 580 229 2.8
9 Ditch and drain cleaning 4 454 849 2.7
10 Siguns, repair and replacement 3 126 971 19
11 Shoulder restabilization 3 032 390 1.9
12 Shoulder cutting 2 924 997 1.8
13 Brush, selective trimming and thinning 2 851 555 1.8
14 Haul antiskid material to stockpile 2 462 818 1.5
15 Snow and ice control with plowing and 2 039 948 1.3

spreading

16 Inlet and end wall cleaning 1983 037 1.2
17 Guardrail repair 1738 826 1.1
18 Pipe repair and replacement under 91.4 cm 1645 948 1.0
19 Litter pickup 1562 285 1.0
20 Shoulders, unpaved patch 1 449 085 0.9
21 Shoulders, surface treatment 1 445 625 0.9
22 Mowing 1419 743 0.9
23 Snow fence erection 1358 258 0.8
24 Bridge deck repair 1333579 0.8
9.9

Note: 1cm =0.394 in.

PROS

Federal aid to maintenance would help meet increased
costs assumed by states. For example, Pennsylvania
spent $1 236 515 just to maintain and operate Interstate
roadside rests in fiscal year 1974-75.

Federal aid to maintenance would help ease the rev-
enue problem at the state level because maintenance is
financed out of cash from current income.

Federal aid to maintenance could free cash revenue
normally used for road maintenance for use in recon-
struction or resurfacing of non-federal-aid systems.

Federal aid to maintenance could be a way to develop
and enforce minimum levels of maintenance on all
federal-aid routes.

CONS

If the normal federal-aid partnership type of program is
used in maintenance, the red tape would be staggering.
For example, the restoration of 8000 flood-damaged
sites will require 120 five-drawer file cabinets in the
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation district and
central offices just for the project documentation.

Maintenance of highways and provision of satisfactory
service are dependent on alarge number of factors, which
makes development of a national standard, and its ob-
jective imposition on the states, difficult.

When one thinks of the additional red tape and added
bureaucracy at both federal and state levels, one con-
cludes that it is most likely better for states to just
raise taxes themselves and get all the money.

Program scope and priority are best developed at the
level closest to execution. Therefore, there are bound to
be serious conflicts between line managers and the fed-
eral program administrators with regard to what should
be done and when.

In the political sphere the highway lobby has fought
hard and long to ensure the integrity of the Highway
Trust Fund. There are some who would no doubt look
at federal aid to maintenance as a bust of the Highway
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Trust Fund, something similar to a mass transit ""green
grab''.

CONCLUSION

I believe that any aid to the states for maintenance will
have to be given without strings. Perhaps the best solu-
tion would be to give back to the states 0.264 cent/liter

(1 cent/gal), now a part of the federal tax for highway
maintenance and safety, without any programming and
thus allow the states to use this in addition to their other
highway revenues. A normal state accounting procedure
could then serve to document that at least that value of
maintenance work had been performed on the federal-aid
highway system and, in fact, can be certified to each year.
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