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The New Jersey Highway Department in recent years, thraugh its 
Railroad Transportation Division, has taken the lead in preserving 
and strengthening rail commuter service for the state's people. In 
this paper Dwight R. G. Palmer, State Highway Commissioner of 
New Jersey, draws on that experience and his familiarity with 
mass transit problems of urban areas across the country to suggest 
major elements required for solution of the problems. He under-
lines that the task calls for cooperative effort by all levels of 
government-federal, state and local. In particular he points to the 
crucial necessity of stategov~rnmental leadership and coordination 
of such effort, and to a need for states to share in the financing. 
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State Government and 
Transportation 

bj Dwi,ght R. G. Palmer 

AMERICA is a land of people on the move via 
autos, trucks, trains, speed boats, planes and 
now in capsules through outer space. 

No longer are there the mass migrations to 
the western frontier of a century ago. Travel 
in pastrdecades was reckoned by what people 
called "long distances." Today there are no · 
"long distances" as applied to the travel time 
involved. More and more workers are going 
greater distances every day to reach their places 
of employment. This tremendous daily mass 
movement of people between their homes and 
their jobs, coupled with the steadily increasing 
use of already overburdened highways for 
movement of goods, is placing intolerable 
strains upon the existing transportation facili-
ties in every urban area of the nation. 
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THE PROB:UEMS GROW 

The "flighit to the suburbs" has become a 
1 f I f · d 1· . b1 

• i • • h stap e eatur~ o mo ern 1vmg, nn:gmg wit . 
it tremendm.l)S demands upon thei S11).aller mu-
nicipalities for more schools, better police and 
fire protectiop., sewer facilities an4 streets. The 
financial problems posed by dispropofrtionately 
large residential populations are tjau$ing many 
local tax offidials to lose sleep. • · .• 

The largef cities, faced with 1os$ of retail 
consumer tiusiness to outlyin;g ; shopping 
centers, are f~verishly attempting! to lcope with 
the myriad difficulties of urban :rertewal. In-
evitably, all i such plans must ptoviide easier 

I , I 

access and adequate parking to Idre icustomers 
back to the 1Jng established busi~essjdistricts. 

When all bf the pieces of the Jigsaw puzzle 
are fitted tog~ther, the. picture is p~aitj. for every-
one to see: ! our economy is sU:ffering from 
"arteriosclerpsis": hardening. of the ]arteries of 
transportation. Unless facile circtilation of 
people and j goods through and Ji thin our 
centers of p6pulation is qui~kly ;re~tored, the 
result will be slow strangulation Ian~ drifting. 

TEAM EFF<DRT REQUIRED I j 

What is t!e role of government in this sit-
uation-w'haf is its responsibility ~orj providing 
a "cure?" Th[efirst thing that everyone-private 
citizens and I public officials alikJ-s!hould rec-
ognize is that the solution must .b,e by team 

I • 

effort. No otie -group, no one leyel lof govern-
ment, can £unction effectively ; in i this vital 
area by itsejlf: Nor can the spr~nging up of 
councils or committees, though of the best of 
intent, subsVtute for or supplani stf te govern-
ment and its duly constituted agep.cies. The 
very nature iof the problem poi~ts hp the fact 
that the state must play the leading tole. There 
is a strong titend towards: : 



I. Greater recognition that the federal gov-
ernment must provide increased aid to rail-
road transportation and that it should provide 
the machinery for coordinating with local re-
development programs, to the extent desir-
able, all facets of transportation for which it 
renders aid. 

2. Greater interest in the overall transpor-
tation problem on the part of many civic-
minded local and regional "planning" groups, 
which seek to take an active part in the formu-
lation of policy. 

3. Increased public awareness, and in some 
cases resentment, of the fact that the vast na-
tional highway construction program, now 
gaining real momentum, undoubtedly will in-
convenience a few for the benefit of the many, 
and that any overall mass transit program prob-
ably will display the same characteristics. 

The federal government and the states have 
worked together during the past forty-six years 
to provide adequate highway transportation for 
the nation. But this teamwork has been possi-
ble only because all of the federal highway acts 
have placed the basic responsibility for loca-
tion, design and construction of highways in 
the hands of the various state highway depart-
ments. The federal government retains the au-
thority to withhold funds when it feels that a 
state decision is wasteful or contrary to the pub-
lic interest or that the project is ill conceived 
or inadequately engineered. 

A state always has the authority to b~ild a 
highway on its own if the federal government 
withholds aid, and in very many instances states 
do go beyond the limits of available federal aid 
by using their own resources to ensure that new 
highways comply with certain safety and con-
venience needs of particular areas. 

The problem of adjusting highway location 
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and design ~o the desires and pla:ps of local 
governments, civic groups and J6hrt Q. Public 
is, of course,! most intense in higl;ily! urbanized 
areas. It is a wroblem that highway departments 

I I I 
not only try to work out but must work out for 

I . I • 

the benefit 1of all. A modern su~erh1ghway 
cutting thro'1gh a congested residFn~ial or busi-
ness area brihgs a host of problems ib. its wake. 
But these problems camiot be tesc;,lved on a 
local basis, !by neighborhood ~yi:r'ig against 
neighborhocid and one municipalhy threat-
ening to blofk all action unless ifs 9"":n pa:tic-
ular demands are met. Nor can such s1tuat10ns 
be settled o~ a political basis. Ij:Iighways last 
too long an1 serve tqo many peqple to be in-
fluenced by c;urrent local contests! 1 

! I I 
. ! I I 

ST A TE RESPONSIBILITY IS BIASIC 
A states re~ponsibility is to protnoite the wel-

fare of the f residents of all JJilU~icipalities 
~it~in its bo

1
un~aries. By law, thi.s responsibil-

ity 1s executrd m the realm of hl.gb!way trans-
portation by] the state highway drpartment or 

. 1 , , I an eqmva e~t agency. · 
1 

The expe~ience in many states <j>f seeing local 
groups trek ito Washington to appeal a high-

d ' ' 1 . 1 ' 1 1 way epartment span 1s no onger a nove ty. 
Too often sv4h groups reflect attiq1dJs that may 
not be in h~rmony with the major~ty's views 
and needs. We have found W~shlngton de-
partments upderstanding and gpo~ listeners 
when visite~ by local groups. Theyi have also 
urged such local groups to work out issues on 
the spot with the state highway i de;partments 

I • ' ' rather than at the nat10nal level. · 
This proc~dure, of centering jth~ responsi-

bility upon (he state governmen(, h~s worked 
well as regards highways. It should be equally 
applicable t<!> the field, of intra~tat¢ railroad 

i 
I 



transportation. In this area the problem of 
diminishing commuter passenger service is . 
worrisome. It normally is particularly a local 
or regional problem. Where the crossing of 
state lines is involved, as in the vast New York 
and Philadelphia metropolitan regions, agen-
cies already created by the states in combina-
tion with one another usually are available to 
assure that the jobs can be handled. 

COORDINATION AND PARTNERSHIP 
Increased federal aid to the railroads must 

come. But the decisions on how to fit this fi-
nancial support into well-integrated transpor-
tation systems-incorporating the facilities of 
both rail and rubber-must be made by agen-
cies responsible to the state governments. 

In the same way, the federal government 
must provide the means by which the agencies, 
at all levels of government, responsible for 
urban renewal and redevelopment, can co-
ordinate their efforts with those responsible 
for transportation. Here I would add insist-
ence that state and local authorities accomplish 
their utmost under their own steam, rather 
than sit back and impose the entire problem on 
the federal government. 

In short, the existing federal-state partner-
ship in the effort to provide new and improved 
highway transportation should be preserved, 
and it should be extended to th<:; effort of pro-
viding better mass transit facilities-on the 
same terms. 

CRUX OF THE RAIL PROBLEM 
Recognition that mass transit must be a 

major part of any solution to the traffic stran-
gulation plaguing our urban areas has gained 
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ground rapidly in recent years. Municipalities 
and regions threatened with loss of the rail 
service they had taken for granted over a period 
of many decades suddenly have awakened to its 
value. 

But the problem of how to curb the slow rot 
that had set in, how to modernize the existing 
rail facilities, and how to integrate them in a 
well-planned transportation system h.as seemed 
financially insurmountable. There has been no 
lack of complicated and expensive plans, ad-
vanced by "experts" and commuter groups; 
the only thing missing has been the motley to 
pay for them. 

NEW JERSEY'S EXPERIENCE 
Experience in New Jersey has shown that a 

state agency, in this ca~e the Railroad Trans-
portation Division of the State Highway De-
partment, can do the job if given. adequate 
legislative support. The most essential rail com-
muter service has been preserved under a sys-
tem ofcontracts with the carriers. Action taken 
in cooperation with the State of New York has 
cleared the path for rehabilitation and efficient 
operation of a vital interstate facility, the 
Hudson and Manhattan Railroad; Compre-
hensive plans have been developed for con-
struction of new facilities to link all of the 
North Jersey commuter railroads, and thus 
provide proper transportation for. the thou-
sands of workers who travel between the two 
states every day. In South Jersey, action in co-
operation with the State of Pennsylvania has 
likewise provided for expansion of rail com-
muter service in the Camden-Philadelphia 
metropolitan area. All of the progress so far 
has been without the assistance of federal funds 
and without imposing an added tax burden 
upon the people of the states at interest. 



The key to success in the effort outlined 
above was, of course, "adequate legislative 
support." The railroad industry had for dec-
ades been regulated as a profit-making monop-
oly. The legislation which authorized passenger 
service contracts in New Jersey also turned 
much of this regulatory power over to the 
agency responsible for executing the contracts 
-the Highway Department. The Highway De-
partment has also been designated as the prime 
mover in negotiations between states involv-
ing the transportation activities of bi-state 
agencies. 

Without such authority, no state agency can 
do much more than merely advance its point of 
view. With it, the decisions which must pre-
cede action can be made. 

THE STATES' SHARE IN FINANCING 
To implement the Highway Department's 

transit plans for New Jersey, further legisla-
tive action will be required. While these plans 
are based on full utilization of existing facili-
ties in the most economical manner possible, 
large expenditures ultimately will be neces-
sary. Neither the federal government, nor the 
railroads themselves, nor interstate agencies 
financed by tolls, nor a combination of any of 
them can be depended upon to bear the entire 
burden of financing the needed improvements. 
This situation is not confined solely to New 
Jersey. 

Here again, the state government comes to 
the fore. Past history has shown that local gov-
ernments are unwilling to contribute ready 
cash for transportation facilities, particularly 
those which extend beyond municipal bound-
aries. It is evident that the states will have to 
assume a large part of the financial responsibil-
ity. 
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Thus it be,comes the duty of the states' trans-
portation agencies not only to develop plans 
for providing adequate rail transportation, but 
also to recommend the best way to finance these 
plans. In all likelihood, such recommendations 
will in the future contemplate c:ontributions 
by both state and federal governments as well 
as by the carriers. 

WORIGNG WITH LOCALITIES· 
In the background of this situation, we see 

renewed activity by many local and regional 
citizens' groups concerned with the details of 
urban renewal, transportation, and most of all, 
overall "planning." The interest ,of these 
groups, their· studies and recommendations, 
are a welcome and worthwhile addition to the 
activities of the state agencies which have been 
given the responsibility for developing and 
executing transportation improvements. 

Knowledge of what the local communities 
need and want, of how proposed highways and 
transit lines will fit into the local scheme of 
things, is essential to the state; it is being 
acquired by both parties jointly considering 
each area's needs. It forms, the base for deci-
sions by the executive as well as the legislative 
branches of the government. 

Too often self-formed groups, rather than 
the people's duly elected representatives, seek 
to put themselves in the position of charting 
the course and making the decisions. This 
cannot be permitted, for such groups neither 
provide the funds nor are able to spend them. 
As the responsibility rests with the state gov-
ernments, so must the authority. 

KEY ASPECTS 
State governments can provide the kind of 



coordinated highway and rail transportation 
(particularly mass transit) that is so urgently 
needed by our urban areas. As we see it: 

The railroad industry as a national institu-
tion should remain in the hands of private 
ownership and should be prevented from mov-
ing, by default, into the shifting quicksands of 
public ownership and operation. 

States must recognize that railroads are no 
longer monopoly utilities and should adopt a 
modernized set of rules to recognize their sit-
uation. 

The cost of providing rail transit service 
should be reduced through technological 
efforts. 

Labor should make its contribution if for no 
other reason than to protect its employment 
opportunities. 

The state transportation agency entrusted 
with the task of providing well coordinated 
transportation facilities for the public should 
avoid the complacent "hands off" attitude of 
the past, as well as the stringent regulation 
which comes with public operation. 

It is the job of the state agency, and not 
always an easy one,'to act as ''mediator" among 
the various and sometimes conflicting interests 
of the transportation industry. Carriers of all 
types must be persuaded to work together. The 
convenience of the commuter who catches the 
7: 05 each morning must be maintained, as well 
as that of the commuter who relies on his 
private car. 

The most positive thing the state can do is 
let the mass transit carriers know, in no uncer-
tain terms, that they have not been abandoned. 
Let the railroads know that a state agency is 
vitally interested in helping them to get back 
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on the road to;economic health, and that they 
are supported 'by legislative authoritt and ap-
propriations, and you will witness a !remark-
able change iffthe current attitude 'of railroads 
and their willingness to help themselves. In 
New Jersey, the major commuter failroads 
have begun to ;think in terms of helpit;1g them-
selves, and have cooperated in pre:paJiation of 
the Highway :Department's transit program. 

Once this h~s been accomplished, the tech-
nicians can get down to work drafting the 
detailed plans. Commuter railroad : stations 
should be shifted, if necessary, to s~rve the 
present centers of population, and s~burban 
stations should be located where amrile park-
ing is available. Schedules should be revised to 
tie in with bus movements. Dupliq1te and un-
necessary serviFe should be eliminated by pro-
viding transfers between lines. · 

It has been s~id that the commuter passenger 
service busine~s will never be a paying one. 
Whether this is true or not, only time .can tell. 
Meantime, it is the function of the s~ate gov-
ernment to help keep the transit li:nes:alive by 
eliminating operating costs wherever '.possible 
without curtaning essential servic~. lt is that 
simple. : . • ' 

Numerous ~ew modes of transportc1;tion are _ 
currently offeted as substitutes f9r 'existing 
travel facilities. All cost real money; they hav.e 
yet to prove their effectiveness, and if :adopted 
would mean scrapping all existirtg ~acilities 
and the securities , behind them. :M:oreover, 
we must still' determine if the pu9lic will 
return to ma~s transit. Let us, accordingly, 
"half sole and; heel" what we have, <).nd $ive 
it a try.· 



LEADER OF THE TEAM 
What is the role of state government in solv-

ing the transportation problems of our urban 
areas? It is to be the leader of the team, the 
"quarterback." The solution· is not beyond 
our reach, but we cannot reach it by grasping 
at butterflies. State government has a tremen-
dous stake in providing safe, convenient and 
speedy transportation facilities. Without them, 
our economic life must wither away. More 
than that, state governments have the responsi-
bility, the knowledge and the experience 
needed to build and maintain the essential 
arteries of commerce. No commissions, no 
council or committee, can substitute for the 
state in assuming the responsibility of enlight-
ened public officials for the job at hand. 
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