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When Republicans in the Legislature say Michigan is getting far less for its road dollars than other states, they're making an argument that the 
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It’s hard to convince motorists who have eyes in their heads and functioning nerve receptors in 

their butts that Michigan is spending too much money on roads. 

But Republican state Sen. Patrick Colbeck of Canton and his supporters in the GOP’s tea party 

wing keep trying, convinced that the prospect of higher taxes poses a greater threat to Michigan’s 

safety than its deteriorating roads and bridges. 

While more realistic Republicans, like Senate Majority Leader Randy Richardville of Monroe, 

look for ways to reverse a decade of disinvestment in its infrastructure, Colbeck continues to 

argue that the state Department of Transportation is lavishing our tax dollars on substandard road 

materials and shoddy workmanship. 

 “We should be looking at the quality of construction  we have, not just throwing more money 

at it,” Colbeck told listeners tuned to WJR-AM’s “Frank Beckmann Show” this past week, 

“especially when you consider that Michigan already spends 53% more per mile than the 

national average.” 
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“That’s pretty astounding!” gasped Kathy Hoekstra, the conservative activist standing in for the 

vacationing Beckmann. 

But is it? Or is it just another meaningless statistic meant to provide cover for the Legislature’s 

craven refusal to address the ugly state of our crumbling roads? 

Less than meets the eye 

The “53% more than the national average” figure is Colbeck’s rhetorical ace in the hole — hard 

statistical proof, he says, that Michigan taxpayers are getting “less bang for our buck” than their 

counterparts in other states. 

Among certain conservatives, the statistic has become a sort of mantra, repeated ad nauseum 

wherever tea party patriots gather to share fantasies of impeaching President Barack Obama, 

abolishing the IRS and strangling their profligate government  in the bathtub. 

The statistic that Colbeck is so fond of comes from the Reason Foundation, a libertarian think 

tank that asserted, in a 2013 study of road expenditures between 1989 and 2008, that most state 

highway systems (including Michigan’s) actually became safer during those two decades. 

But whether one accepts or rejects that conclusion, it’s pretty obvious that the 53% figure 

Colbeck loves to cite is a meaningless one. Here’s why: 

■ The 2013 study looked at states’ expenditures per mile of state-administered highways. But 

roads come in three dimensions, not one, and those in Michigan and other relatively urbanized 

states tend to be wider. 

In fact, only five states — California, Florida, Massachusetts, Maryland and New Jersey — boast 

more lanes per mile than Michigan, and all five spend more per mile than Michigan does. 

(Astounding!) 

■ Besides being wider, on average, than other states’ highways, Michigan’s roads tend to be 

older. We’re currently paying the penalty for the suburban sprawl-fest of the 1960s and ’70s, 

when the state added hundreds of miles to its interstate highway system. 

David Hartgen, the University of North Carolina transportation professor who led the Reason 

Foundation study, notes that interstate highway miles are “particularly expensive” to maintain. 

■ Many states administer vast distances of little-traveled rural highway, which helps keep their 

per-mile maintenance costs low. Michigan, with the fourth smallest highway system as a 

percentage of all the roads within its state borders, administers a smaller number of busier roads, 

pushing the average per-mile cost higher. 
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Armchair engineers 

It’s hard to know why anyone finds the Reason Foundation’s apples-to-oranges comparisons 

revealing. (Hartgen told me that his study yielded no conclusions about the efficacy of the 

various states’ road maintenance expenditures, and Colbeck wouldn’t return my phone calls 

seeking justification for his own.) 

But the bottom line is that the per-mile expenditures that Colbeck and other skeptics find so 

damning actually tell us nothing about how wisely Michigan spends its highway maintenance 

money. It may be more noteworthy that Michigan’s per capita road investment , at $187, is $13 

to $141 less per person than what the adjacent states of Minnesota ($315), Wisconsin ($231), 

Illinois ($235), Indiana ($187) and Indiana ($235) spend. 

So when the Legislature’s amateur highway engineers  charge that Michigan is getting far less 

for its road dollars than other states, they’re making an argument the evidence simply doesn’t 

support. 

And when they blithely insist Michigan is already spending more than enough to keep its 

highways safe and sound, they’re taking you for a ride — one that’s likely to get bumpier with 

each passing month of legislative inaction. 

Contact Brian Dickerson at 313-222-6684 or bdickerson@freepress.com. 
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