1940-1949

ARTBA Resumes Fight For Interstate System
As World War [1 Ends

By Tom Kuennen

The roadbuilding contractors and
government agencies of the American Road
& Transportation Builders Association
(ARTBA)—then called the American Road
Builders Association—suffered more during
the catastrophe of World War II than they
did from the Great Depression.

While during the Depression ARTBA
had to struggle to defend road user taxes
from being cannibalized for other public
programs, road taxes continued to fund a
steady flow of construction projects (see
“As Depression Deepens, ARTBA Defends
Road Program, User Taxes,” Transportation
Builder, April 2001, pp. 19-23).

But roadbuilding in the United States
came to a near halt
as the life or death
clash of the Second
World War unfolded.
Petroleum and its
residual asphalt were
consumed in vast
quantities by the war
effort, while auto
users found their gas-
oline rationed and
unnecessary trips vol-
untarily curtailed.

Naval station, port, airfield and Army
fort construction had top priority for cement
and aggregates. Steel that would have built
bridges now was used to build warships
and tanks.

Workers who would have driven trucks,
operated steam shovels and rollers or placed
asphalt or concrete now were volunteering
to see the Big Show, or later drafted.

And while the national system of
interstate and defense highways first spoken
of during the Depression continued to

during World War I1.

“Roads for Defense” was ARTBA's motto

draw interest—especially
for hauling war materiel
—its adoption lay in the
next decade, after years of
intensive postwar poli-
ticking, research and lob-
bying.

ARTBA was there,
too, ready in 1946 with
a postwar plan for road-
building that addressed
the need for capacity increases as well as
economic security for returning vets and
domestic war employees re-entering the
civilian work force. In doing so, ARTBA
addressed fears that the nation would slide
back into Depression after the economic
stimulus of the war was removed.

“[Highway construction] assumes
increasing importance
during the postwar
period, with its uncer-
tainty concerning eco-
nomic conditions and
the necessity for provid-
ing jobs for the returning
military forces,” ARTBA
said in a 1946 promo-
tional flyer. “The associa-
tion has dedicated its
plan to the rehabilitation
of the armed forces and
the war workers and the construction of a
modern highway system.”

For Some, Depression
Beat War Years

The collapse of highway construction
during the war years [1941-1945] is attested by
statistics. “Fiscal year 1941 was the peak year
for the Federal Aid program with 12,936 miles

of roads of all classes com-
pleted,” wrote the Federal
Highway Administration
(FHWA) in its U.S. Bicen-
tennial history, Americas
Highways, 1776-1976.

After 1941’s peak,
completed mileage fell to
10,178 in 1942 and only
8,445 in 1943. “After
1942 practically all new
work related directly to national defense,”
FHWA said. “The diminishing Federal Aid
funds were used to solve traffic problems in
areas congested by war activities.”

There were no Federal Aid authoriza-
tions for FY 1944 and 1945.

“Our company was very fortunate
during the 30s, in that we were able to find
enough work to do, particularly local streets,
to supplement the highway work in the
area,” said Dick Stander, retired president of
Mansfield Asphalt Paving Co., Mansfield,
Ohio, and 1978 ARTBA chairman. “We
made considerable progress during the
Depression. We never had a losing year.”

But business declined very much in
World War II, he said. “The war came
on, and necessitated cuts in roadbuilding
and personnel,” Stander said. “When the
war came, | was working at the Ohio
Department of Transportation’s highway
testing laboratory. Of course, I went in the
service and spent five years in the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, working primarily on
research and development.”

“Because state funds had dried up
considerably, most state money was going
for maintenance work,” Stander said. “So
many of our employees went into the service
that it was difficult to find help,” he said. “We
found work wherever we could find it, such
as around the defense plants. Our volume

was very slim during the early 40s.”
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“To get around the steel shortage, the
states changed their designs,” FHWA reported.
“Ohio began using wooden bridges on
secondary highways. Arched culverts requiring
no steel were substituted for reinforced
concrete box culverts; steel reinforcing was
omitted from concrete pavements.”

As tire and gas rationing developed,
highway use plummeted, and with it, state
gas tax revenues. After gas rationing in
1942, highway traffic dropped as much as
40 percent of 1941 levels.

Long-time opponents of state gas tax
diversion—Ilike ARTBA—found some
solace in the fact that states which had relied
heavily on gas tax diversions now found
their reliance on fuel taxes undermined
general fund expenditures.

Roadbuilding Roars Back

After the war, roadbuilding roared
back with a vengeance. From 1946 through
1950, state, local and federal road officials
spent $8.4 billion, more than in any previ-
ous five-year period in American history,
reported Mark H. Rose in Interstate: Express
Highway Politics, 1941-1956.

“Starting in 1946, we began to buy new
equipment,” Stander said. “Partly because
we were anticipating a major highway
program, but also because we sold a good
bit of our equipment during World War II.
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Futuristic elevated highway as imagined in
“Interregional Highways.” Courtesy of FHWA.
There was a demand for used equipment at
that time because the manufacturers were
all engaged in war production.”

Then, state work started coming back,
Stander said. “Maintenance was deferred
during World War II and states needed
to catch up on that sort of thing, mainly
resurfacing work,” he said.

But while maintenance drove work
immediately after 1945, lobbyists and
planners such as ARTBA never lost sight
of an interstate-type system.

ARTBA Starts Postwar Plan Early

ARTBA started planning early for the
postwar era. In 1943, ARTBA’s President
Charles H. Upham published Sound Plan for
Postwar Roads ... and Jobs, which maintained
that construction constituted 12 percent of
the national income to maintain economic
growth.

ARTBA's plan showed in understand-
able language that highway construction
dollars were “high-powered dollars,” that
the postwar highway construction program
would be an important economic stabilizer
and that it would provide much-needed
transportation facilities.

“The program has lagged since the
industrial collapse of the early thirties, and the
accumulative deficit has been aggravated by an
almost complete collapse of new construction
during the war,” ARTBA said.

ARTBAs plan was universally accepted
by legislators, industrialists, government
agencies, economists and others involved
in postwar problems. Over 50,000 copies
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of the plan were distributed, necessitating
five reprintings.

Like Roosevelt, ARTBA promoted
postwar highway spending as a guarantee that
the economy would not slide backwards.

“Construction will play a tremendous
part in stabilizing America’s

flexibility to the program.”

By November 1945, in an article writ-
ten for ARTBA’s Road Builders’ News, U.S.
Commissioner of Public Roads Thomas
MacDonald was able to write: “The much-
talked-of post-war highway program,
calling for an outlay of $1,500,000,000
[$14.9 billion in 2000] in federal funds on
a matching basis over a three-year period
... has advanced beyond the discussion
stage and soon many projects will be in
process of construction.”

Early Interstate System Plans

In hindsight, it can appear that the
1956 legislation which established the
interstate program—the Federal Aid
Highway Act and Highway Revenue
Act of 1956—just suddenly appeared

through the inter-

national economy after the war, [ra
and road building will furnish 1
a material part of the required
construction volume,” said
Harvard’s Dr. Alvin H. Hansen
atan ARTBA-sponsored dinner
in Washington, D.C,, in June
1945.

That year, ARTBA urged

vention of President
Eisenhower, launch-
ing road projects
that would benefit
future generations.
It actually was
the result of decades

that funds be increased to

accommodate pent-up needs.

“The future of American high-

of sparring and lob-
bying and planning
First designation of routes on the from many different
“National System of Interstate High- gsectors and ARTBA

ways.” (1947) Courtesy of FHWA.

was a leader and

ways and the solution of our unemploy-
ment problem squarely rests upon the
amount of road projects we have ready to
put into operation when the war ends,”
ARTBA’s Upham said in June.

“During the first postwar year, we
propose to build more ——
than a billion dollars
worth of roads,”
Upham said. “[But]
authorities agree that
if one billion dollars
in construction work
is proposed, there
should be at least
twice that amount in
plans in order to give
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coordinator throughout.

“The interstate system came along
in 1956, but prior to that, all the talk at
ARTBA was to try to develop that system,”
said 1978 Chairman Stander.

While ic’s patently clear now what
a positive program the system
has been for the United States,
not everyone wanted the system,
nor did policy makers first know
whether it could be afforded.

ARTBA had urged such a
system in its founding platform
(1902). Another such system
was recommended in the 1939
Bureau of Public Roads report,
10/l Roads and Free Roads, which

ugh Hous-
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recommended a 26,700-mile interstate-
type system that would not require tolls.

This was further refined in the report
Interregional Highways, released in 1943
and distributed generally in 1944. Inter-
regional Highways called for a 39,147-mile
interstate-type system, with a 20-year life
expectancy.

Urban Sprawl Becomes Issue

By the end of the decade, urban sprawl
was becoming an issue, with concomitant
traffic congestion exacerbated by the lack
of expressways.

“[O]ur down town city areas are still
moving to the suburbs at a rapid rate, just as
they have been for the past 20-odd years,”
ARTBA’s Upham wrote in March 1949.

“City highway engineers are vitally
interested, in light of the new traffic
problems presented, particularly during
the peak commuting periods,” he said.
“Commuting has become a regular part
of living, making the population more
than ever dependent on automobiles, good
roads and city stores.”

100th Anniversary Trivia...

(Answers might not be included in the
100th Anniversary article)

1. How many people attended ARBA’s
“Road Show” held in Chicago in 1948?

A) 50,000

B) 100,000
C) 200,000
D) 300,000

2. Who is the longest serving ARTBA
President?

A) Dan Hanson

B) Pete Ruane

C) Charles Upham

D) Gen. Louis Prentiss

3. What organization did the Highway
Industries Association later come to be
known as?

A) Associated Equipment Distributors

B) National Asphalt Pavement Assn.

C) Construction Industry Manufacturers Assn.
D) Equipment Manufacturers Institute

4. How many students were enrolled as
ARBA members in 1940?

A) 200
B) 400
C) 600
D) 800
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A 1949 photo of the Whitehurst Freeway in
Washington, D.C. The memorial structure
was dedicated to H.C. Whitehurst, director
of highways for the District of Columbia

and a past ARTBA chairman. Courtesy of

the National Archives.

At ARTBA’s 1949 annual meeting
in Washington, D.C., ARTBA’s Chair-
man Enoch R. Needles, principal,
Howard Needles Tammen & Bergendorf
(HNTB), challenged

his fellow members | _ } e

to look ahead to the it X - .

LI | -hu- ol il -
next era and serve the TN ol 11
nation well.

“We have been
living in a golden age
which is a privilege
almost beyond price,”
Needles said in his
address to ARTBA.
“Our association has
always been alive and

influential in bringing
about better and better
and more and more
highways, to assist our
nation and our civilization to grow.” He
urged the members to continue to grow
and serve the public. s

1949 annual meeting in Wash-
ington, D.C.

NEXT MONTH:
A New War Helps Fund National
System of Interstate and Defense

Highways (1950-1959)
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