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D epa r tm e n t  of P u blic  W o r k s .
This report does not attempt to cover the activities of the 

entire department of public works. It attempts to point 
out, from a financial point of view only, the highway prob
lems in the State. It has been the policy of the State for 
many years to assist the local communities in the mainte
nance and construction of their roads. This has been carried 
on under the provisions of what is now known as chapter 81 
and chapter 90 assistance to cities and towns.

In 1918 the Legislature, by chapter 155 of that year, 
established what is now assistance to towns of low valuation 
in chapter 81. The original act provided that in towns of 
less than three million valuation, whose valuation per mile 
was less than $50,000, the State would contribute $50 for 
each mile of public way, exclusive of state highways, in the 
town. The towns were required to contribute sums varying 
from $12.50 to $125 per mile, based upon the valuation per 
mile of the town. In 1922 the valuation per mile was in
creased to $70,000, and the state contribution increased to 
$75 per mile. In 1926 towns up to four million valuation 
were included. In 1932 the valuation was raised to five 
million and the state contribution increased to $100 per mile. 
The basis for determining the towns’ contribution was 
changed from its valuation per mile to the present method.
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In 1936 the contribution by the State was increased from 
$100 to $150 a mile. The eligibility of towns of less than 
five million valuation to receive chapter 81 assistance is 
determined by dividing the amount the town pays per 
million dollars of state tax by the number of miles of road 
in the town. If the quotient is less than $12, the town is 
eligible for chapter 81 assistance. There are today many 
towns of less than five million valuation that do not receive 
chapter 81 assistance.

From the time the State first inaugurated a system of fees 
for registration of automobiles, a part of the amount collected 
has been used to assist towns in maintaining or constructing 
local roads. In the beginning of what is now called chapter 
90 assistance, the law provided that the work should be on 
roads connecting two or more towns, and applied only to 
towns, cities not eligible. At one time 20 per cent of the 
balance of the receipts, after the requirements for the registry 
had been met, were allocated to chapter 90 work, and the 
Department then, as now, used any amount appropriated 
by the towns or counties to be used on the same highway. 
Roads constructed under these provisions have always re
mained town or county roads. At this time the law pro
vided that every petition for work under chapter 90 must 
be in writing by the selectmen or the county commissioners. 
In 1921 the requirement that the petition be in writing was 
removed from the law, and the amount available to the 
State from the highway receipts was made subject to appro
priation by the General Court. The provision that the road 
must connect two or more towns was also eliminated from 
the law at this time. In 1925 the law was amended and 
cities were made eligible for chapter 90 assistance. The law 
has not been substantially changed since then.

Previous to 1931 part of the cost of maintaining state 
highways was assessed on the cities and towns in which 
the state highways lay. The local communities were also 
assessed for snow removal costs on state highways within 
their towns. These two provisions were stricken from the 
law in 1931. Land damages on construction are paid by the 
State unless the road is constructed on petition from a town
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or city and the community agrees to pay the damages. 
The State has paid a part of the cost of maintaining the 
metropolitan roads since 1907. In 1939 legislation was 
passed which places the cost of maintaining nearly all the 
metropolitan roads and bridges on the Highway Fund. 
Previous to 1931, one fourth of all money expended for 
maintenance and construction of state highways in coimties 
was assessed on the counties. This provision was repealed 
in 1931.

Assistance under chapter 81, to small towns, has enabled 
them to keep their roads open and passable, but has not 
been of much benefit in enabling them to construct perma
nent roads. This has been done under chapter 90. Small 
towns have resisted any increase in their state tax apportion
ment when that increase would result in denying them 
assistance under chapter 81. They have been reluctant to 
lose chapter 81 assistance, for the reason that there is no 
other source to which they can turn to receive adequate 
assistance with their highway problems. Under the present 
law it is possible for a small town, having roads within it 
built under chapter 90, to receive funds for maintaining the 
same mile of road from two sources. The town uses the 
miles of road constructed under chapter 90 to compute its 
road mileage ratio, and receives $150 for each mile of road 
so constructed from the appropriation for chapter 81 towns. 
They may at the same time receive state and county funds 
to be used with their own appropriation for maintenance of 
roads constructed under chapter 90.

Under the present law the state tax is reapportioned every 
four years. A very slight increase in the case of many towns 
will preclude them from the benefit of chapter 81 assistance. 
If they are then forced to appropriate from their own revenue 
an amount sufficient to make up their loss from chapter 81 
it could well increase the tax rate in that town $2 per thou
sand.

Under the provisions of chapter 90 the Legislature has 
left the law as elastic as possible. This has been done so 
that a town requiring a road to cope with their highway 
problem might receive more assistance, depending on their
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ability to contribute and the type of road necessary. Chap
ter 90 appropriations by the State are based on what select
men, mayors and county commissioners have requested. 
When the time arrives for local and county appropriations 
to be made, their officials may no longer be in office, or some 
of the local communities may decide not to appropriate 
their share for construction. Providing the appropriation 
by the State is sufficiently large to cover all requests, this 
results in the State’s having available funds for which no 
request is pending for expenditure. The Legislature has 
no methods or means by which it may become aware of such 
situations. The only way the Legislature could accurately 
determine what amount of state money is necessary for 
chapter 90 construction is to establish a time limit beyond 
which the Department could not accept requests for chap
ter 90 construction, and require that all communities making 
such requests should act on their own local contribution on 
or before a certain date, and transmit a certified copy of 
their action to some state agency. The Department of 
Public Works would then be able to state just how much 
state money was necessary to carry out the program, based 
on the agreements for contributions made at their hearings.

For the past ten years the Legislature has used part of the 
Highway Fund receipts to reduce local taxation. This has 
been accomplished by either transferring some amount to 
the General Fund to reduce the state tax, or distributing 
a definite amount to the cities and towns, and thereby 
reducing the local appropriations for highway purposes.

The objective of these transfers and distributions has 
been to reduce local tax rates. While this has been done to 
some extent by this method, counties have in turn assessed, 
as a part of the comity tax, on local real estate their share of 
any chapter 90 construction or maintenance.

The amount of money distributed or transferred each year 
has been contingent upon the size of the state tax, and the 
communities not receiving assistance under chapter 81, or 
having a request in for a chapter 90 project, have not known 
what amount they might receive from the Highway Fund. 
The small towns receiving aid under chapter 81 know with
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some degree of certainty that they will receive $150 for each 
mile of road, providing they appropriate the required amount 
to match the state contribution. On the other hand, the 
larger towns and cities do not know, at the time they are 
required to submit their annual budgets, how much they 
may receive from the Highway Fund.

During the four-year period 1935-38, inclusive, the local 
communities have expended for maintenance and construc
tion of roads, including snow removal, lighting, curbing, etc., 
approximately $36,000,000 annually. This includes any 
funds received from the State or county under chapters 81 
and 90 for maintenance or construction. This amount has
been expended about as follows:

Amount Per Cent

C i t i e s ..................................................................... *20,000,000 55
Towns over five million valuation . . . .  10,000,000 28
Towns under five million valuation . . . 6,000,000 17

*36,000,000 100

The road mileage of the State, exclusive of state highways 
and Metropolitan District Commission roads, is about
21,059 miles distributed as follows:

Miles Per Cent

C ities.................................................................................  4,909 23
Towns over five million valuation ................................. 6,269 30
Towns under five million valuation . . . .  9,881 47

The valuation in these three groups for state tax purposes 
is spread as follows:

Share per $1,000 
of State Tax

C i t i e s ................................................................................................*685 64
Towns over five m illion .................................................................  249 69
Towns under five m i l l i o n ..............................................................  64 67

It can be seen from the foregoing tables that about 47 per 
cent of the road mileage requiring 17 per cent of total local 
expenditures is in small towns. These same towns have only 
6.4 per cent of the valuation of the State upon which they 
can levy assessments to pay for their highway expenditures. 
These statistics also show that the roads in these small towns 
require 17 per cent of the total local expenditures for high
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ways. Any distribution of funds that attempts to equalize 
the financial problem of maintaining highways for small 
towns should be made on a road mileage basis.

The towns over five million valuation have about thirty 
per cent of the road mileage, 25 per cent of the valuation, 
and require about 28 per cent of total local expenditures for 
highways. Except for such chapter 90 work as they may 
request and contribute towards, these towns pay their entire 
expenses. In many of these towns chapter 90 has been of 
material aid'in constructing through ways within the town. 
In many of these communities, particularly in Metropolitan 
Boston, the filtration of traffic has created serious traffic 
hazards. This has required more policing and control by 
installation of traffic signals. The latest census figures show 
the population trend is away from cities to these towns, and 
in a few* years they may have difficult and expensive high
way problems to solve. If these towns were assured of some 
continuing state aid that would be of material assistance 
to them they might, under the supervision and direction 
of the Department of Public Works, be able to establish 
and maintain highways that would adequately meet their 
requirements and also build up a secondary system of roads 
that would connect our state highways and main traffic 
arteries. The grants received from the Federal government 
for secondary roads might be used to construct such a sys
tem of roads, using local instead of state funds for matching 
the Federal grant.

The cities of the Commonwealth have about 23 per cent 
of the roads, 68.5 per cent of the valuation for state tax 
purposes, and their roads require about 55 per cent of the 
annual local expenditure. This has amounted to about 
$4.85 of the tax rate in the average city rate. The cities of 
the State are the communities that at the present time are 
having the most difficult financial problems to solve. Their 
tax rates are well above those of the towns that surround 
them. Values of real estate in cities have shown a rapid 
decline. There are only two cities in the State that have 
a valuation today larger than ten years ago.

A distribution of money by the State to assist the cities 
with their highway problem would benefit the cities most
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if it was distributed on a valuation basis. This would work 
to the disadvantage of the smaller communities, whose road 
mileage makes their problem serious.

If the Legislature should at this time decide to establish 
some formula upon which the distribution of a definite 
amount might be made annually, both the factor’s of road 
mileage and valuation must be considered.

In planning the development of a system of state high
ways, the State Department of Public Works has been 
seriously handicapped. Those in charge of the Department 
have not been able to make any continuing plans for con
struction because they could not know how much money 
would be appropriated for construction. Main roads con
structed by the Department should be roads that return 
dividends to the automobile owner in that they reduce dis
tances between points, the cost of operating a car per mile 
is reduced, the roads shall be constructed to eliminate all 
accident hazards, and they should be able to carry the 
volume of traffic at a speed consistent with safety.

If some definite formula could be developed so that each 
year, when the budget was being made up in each community 
in the State, every city and town would know, when their 
budget was passed, how much state money they would re
ceive, it would accomplish several desirable ends. The State 
Department could more efficiently plan the operations of the 
Highway Division. The cities and towns would not have 
to lay siege to the State House every two years to get what 
they think is rightfully theirs. They would be in a better 
financial position to plan the construction of their local 
highway needs over a period of years.

In view of the large amounts that may be required by 
the State to develop its system of main roads over the next 
six or eight years, and the debt requirements for the next 
three years, the additional one cent of the gas tax that has 
been carried along on a temporary basis should be made 
permanent or extended for a period of at least six years.

The Committee is of the opinion that the establishment 
of a definite and permanent formula for the annual distribu
tion of money from the Highway Fund to the municipalities 
of the State is both practical and advisable, but that it can
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be accomplished only after careful consideration of every 
phase of the problem. It recommends the authorization by 
the Legislature for further study by the Committee during 
the next legislative recess.

A. W. HOLLIS,
Senate Chairman.

HARRIS S. RICHARDSON. 
CORNELIUS F. HALEY. 
JOSEPH L. MURPHY. 
LAURENCE CURTIS.

ALBERT F. BIGELOW,
House Chairman.

WALTER R. BAYLIES.
J. AUSTIN PECKHAM.
P. G. SULLIVAN.
DOUGLASS B. FRANCIS. 
PAUL W. FOSTER.
ROBERT S. BACKUS. 
NATHANIEL TILDEN. 
RICHARD J. WHITE, Jr . 
ANTHONY R. DOYLE. 
JEREMIAH D. CROWLEY. 
JOSEPH H. DOWNEY. 
ALBERT BERGERON. 
CHARLES Id. ROBERTS, Jr . 
JAMES F. TOBIN.


