ALABAMA HIGHWAY’S IN THE MODERN ERA-
THE INTERSTATE SYSTEM

The current Interstate Highway System was made possible by the Federal government
becoming involved in highway finance through the 1916 legislation of Senator John Hollis
Bankhead of Alabama. Subsequent legislation - in 1921, 1941, 1941, and 1954 - moved the
United States towards a national highway system, but the basis for our Interstate system of the
present was the Federal Highway Act of 1956.

Bankhead’s Federal Aid Highway Act of 1916 provided for mutual cooperation between
the states and Federal government. Construction work and labor were to be done in accordance
with state laws and under the direct supervision of hte state highway departments. Through
indirect management, however, the Federal government would be able to prescribe certain
standards of rural location and construction.

The National Highway Bill of 1920 was the First attempt to formulate a national highway
system in the United States. The bill provided for the creation of a Federal Highway Commission
to replace the existing Bureau of Public Roads. Its function would be to unify all of the highway
authority of the government, and to construct and maintain at Federal government expense a
national system of highways. This system would ve composed of not more than 30,000 miles and
would serve a dual purpose as defense highways. The bill was extremely important in that many
of its suggestions were incorporated in highway acts to come much later. The bill was watered
down, however, and almost completely altered in the final legislation - the Federal Highway Act
of 1921. The Act did provide for some federal control of highway construction, though, and

contributed to the development of the Federal government to a dominant role in highway finance.
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Until the 1930's highway financing was done on a matching basis. When states had
trouble matching funds, the federal government gave them grants which were to be repaid. As the
Depression deepened, it became apparent that the states would never pay back the grants and the
national government waived their repayment.

The present Interstate concept began with a 1939 Bureau of Public Works report outlining
a 40,000 mile road system. An expresssed needed, by a parallel study , was for highways which
would cut directly into the centers of large cities. Traffic maps indicated that 70 percent of all
traffic on main highways was bound for cities. Such vehicles, the second study noted, would not
use by-pass routes even if they existed. The Interstate idea was promoted through federal
legislation in 1941, 1944, and 1954. The Defense Highway Act of 1941 gave the Federal
government more power in determining location and use of highways built with federal funds. In
the 1944 Federal Aid Highway Act Congress authorized a 40,000 mile system. The network
would connect all cities of 100,000 population and most of those with 50,000 or more. Congress
also approved the spending of $500 million a year for three years on the Interstate system. Within
the next three years the general routes making up the system were selected as a cooperative effort
by the state highway departments and the United States Bureau of Public Roads (later renamed
the Federal Highway Administration - FHWA). The general standards to which these highways
were to be constructed were adopted by the American Association of State Highway Officials
(AASHO), which represented the various state highway departments and the Bureau of Public
Roads. The route selections and construction standards were subject to the approval of the
Secretary of Commerce and Congress.

During the next few years very little was done by most of the states toward actually
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