The Value Of The County Road System

A common question is: “What is the value of the County Road System?”  

To determine the ‘value’ would require a search of all pertinent records, determining the costs to construct the roads at the time they were originally constructed and when they were upgraded, and converting those costs to present day dollars.  This would be an interesting exercise in futility, given the number of counties (39, plus those roads that originated as part of the State Highway system and City Streets and private and other roads), the number of years (over a century), and the numerous places records are kept in each county.  

A reasonable estimate of the ‘value’ of the County Road System would be the cost to replace what we have today.  In 1988 the Road Jurisdiction Study was published.  Part of the study was to determine reasonable cost estimates for the replacement of roads, streets, and highways.  Using these replacement cost factors, inflated to 2007 dollars, provides an estimated replacement cost of the County Road System of $25.4 Billion.

This ‘value’ is based on the calculations to determine the Motor Vehicle Fuel Tax Allocation Factors for the various counties.  The formula includes the replacement costs of the County Road System.  For the County Roadlog Certified 1/1/2007, the estimated replacement value for the County Roads is $23,333,871,154, and for the County Bridges of $2,135,104,580.

The replacement cost factors are for construction only.  Therefore, this value estimate is very low.  Some of the other factors that would increase the actual replacement cost of the County Road System include:

Design Standards and Constructability: If a County Road is replaced or reconstructed, the project must meet current design standards.  Most County Roads were not designed but evolved over time: from a wagon trail to a gravel road to a paved road.  County Roads transverse various terrains.  Design considerations include: the quality of the earth under the road, stability of side slopes, and drainage.

Right-Of-Way: The County Road System involves over 287,900 acres of land.  This is over 450 square miles of land.  As the County Road System serves all areas of the state, estimating a value of the land the County Road System is on would be another onerous task.  County Roads serve many varied areas; from densely populated urban area roads to roads providing access to very rural areas.  The Right-Of-Way costs not only include the cost of the land, but include the associated costs of relocation of businesses and homes and people.

Environmental Requirements: The replacement cost factors were developed in the late ‘80s, before many of the current environmental concerns evolved into the many environmental rules and regulations that must be complied with in order for a road to be constructed or improved.  Performing the studies and doing the required mitigation is an additional cost that must be determined for each project considered.  These costs can run upwards of 50% of the actual project construction costs.

All this being said, the true ‘value’ of the County Road System is incalculable.  The County Road system provides vital access to the nearby and remote corners of our state.  The County Road System provides: access for: emergency response in times of urgent need; access to farms and the transport of agricultural products; access to and from the industrial, manufacturing and processing plants; commuter access to and from work; access to the many scenic and recreational areas of our beautiful state; a low cost location for the required utilities of modern life (water, sewer, electricity, phone, gas, TV cable).  Without the County Road System, life as we know it would be totally different, immensely less enjoyable, and much more costly.
