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Rural North Carolina is 
home to more than a third 
of the State’s population1 
and is vital to our over-
all economy and quality 
of life.2 Unfortunately, 
decades of transportation 
spending priorities have 
failed to meet the needs of 
our rural areas, or North 
Carolina as a whole.  
Rural communities have 
not been well served by 
the traditional emphasis 
on building new road  
capacity, including four-
lane highways and bypasses, often where there is almost 
no demonstrated transportation need or economic 
payoff from those investments. 

An Opportunity to Refocus
Now is a particularly good time to revisit rural trans-
portation policy in North Carolina. The latest draft of 
North Carolina’s Long Range Transportation Plan—the 
first update since 20043—has just been released for pub-
lic review. The draft plan suggests spending in the range 
of $94 billion to $160 billion over the next 30 years,4  
but anticipated revenue is significantly less, only $54 
billion in available funds.5 It is no secret that rural North 
Carolina has struggled in recent years to develop new 
economic opportunity, and transportation investments 
have been a major part of that discussion. But with only 
a small fraction of the dollars needed to build all the 
proposed projects across the State, how do we make the 
best use of available funding?  
According to recent NCDOT transportation perfor-
mance measures, our existing roads are not safe enough 
or in good enough condition.6 Still, the State continues 
to spend more on new capacity than keeping our exist-
ing infrastructure safe and in good repair.7 New road 
capacity is not needed for most of our rural areas 
and small towns. Bypasses, in particular, do 
not meet the needs of these areas and are 
often harmful. Rather, North Caro-
lina should make rural safety a 
priority, focus highway spending 
on maintenance and repair, move 
beyond building new highways  
and bypasses, and provide  

enhanced local and long-distance mobility. Each of the 
topics outlined above are discussed in the following four 
sections of this report.

Profile of Rural North Carolina
To put the report in context, a brief overview of rural 
North Carolina is in order. The one-third of North Caro-
linians who continue to reside in rural areas8 is two times 
the average for the United States as a whole.9, 10 And, while 
five of our counties lost their “rural” status in the last cen-
sus, the vast majority of our counties remain rural.11   
Rural North Carolina is well known for the number of 
important commodities it produces. The State’s farms are 
a significant source of the food, energy and fiber that help 
drive the North Carolina economy.12 According to the 
North Carolina Department of Agriculture and  
Consumer Services, “North Carolina’s agricultural  
industry, including food, fiber and forestry, contributes  
$70 billion annually to the State’s economy, and accounts 
for 18% of the State’s income, and employs over 17% of 
the work force.”13 The State ranks high in the nation for 
farm profits, with a net farm income of $3.3 billion and a 
net income per farm of over $63,000.14    
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Dangerous Rural Roads 
Necessitate a Pragmatic 
Safety Agenda
In its 2009 report to the Gen-
eral Assembly, the 21st Century 
Transportation Committee rec-
ommended coordinated efforts 
to reduce the frequency and 
severity of accidents and injury 
on North Carolina’s secondary 
rural roads.15 At the time, ac-
cidents on these roads accounted 
for 34% of all fatal accidents 
in the State.16 The number is 
even more alarming if all rural 
roads are included. While rural 
residents account for only a third  
of our population, almost three quarters of fatal acci-
dents in North Carolina occur on rural roads.17   
More recently, as a part of the Highway Safety Improve-
ment Program, NCDOT ranked the 200 most hazardous 
road sections and intersections in North Carolina based 
on a variety of factors.18 More than half were rural.19 The 
map above shows where the top ten most hazardous rural 
road sections and intersections are located.20  

Rural Accidents Causes and Solutions
A recent AAA study reported that motor vehicle crashes 
remain the single largest cause of death of people be-
tween the ages of 5-34.21 Each year, law enforcement 
reports that motor vehicle crashes result in thousands of 
deaths and millions of injuries.22 In addition to human 
lives lost, the cost of crashes per person is even larger for 
smaller populations.23  

The reasons for higher fatalities on rural roads are 
varied.24 Regardless of cause, simply building a bypass 
in the vicinity of a hazardous rural road does not result 
in an increase in safety on the existing route, which will 
remain in use by the local population.25 And while fatal-
ity rates from accidents are declining across the country, 
they are not declining as quickly for rural areas.26 
Many rural roads still lack appropriate safety features 
and experience crash rates far higher than all other roads 
and highways.27 Rural roads’ higher traffic fatality rates 
are due to inadequate roadway safety design, including 
narrow lanes, limited shoulders, sharp curves, exposed 
hazards, pavement drop-offs, steep slopes and limited 
clear zones along roadsides.28 Additional factors include 
longer emergency response times and higher rates of 
speeds traveled on rural roads.29 

Cost of Safety  
Improvements
Many safety improvements 
are inexpensive, especially 
relative to new highways, but 
save a great deal in costs to 
society. In a recent study of 
improving signage for curves 
on local roads, one rural 
county spent $79,260 to 
upgrade signs and estimated 
a savings of $12 million to 
$23 million in avoided ac-
cidents.30 In a cost-benefit 

MAKING SAFETY THE TOP PRIORITY
Top 10 Potentially Hazardous Road Sections and Intersections 
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analysis of adding median barriers to reduce crossover 
crashes, the net societal benefit of adding the barrier 
was determined to be $420,000 annually.31 Fortunately, 
design improvements like these come at several price 
points.  
Relatively inexpensive improvements run in the hun-
dreds to thousands of dollars range per location. They 
include installation of rumble strips along the center-
line and sides of roads, improving signage, improving 
pavement/lane markings,32 increasing levels of retro-
reflectivity,33 installing lighting, removing or shielding 
roadside obstacles, using indicators to show roadway 
alignment along curves,34 adding skid resistant surfaces 
at curves and adding guardrails.35, 36    
Moderate to high cost improvements run in the thou-
sands to hundreds of thousands dollars range at each 
site. They include adding turn lanes at intersections, re-
surfacing pavements37 and adding median barriers.38, 39  
Other somewhat more expensive improvements include 
improving roadway alignment,40 reducing the angle of 
curves and adding or paving shoulders.41   
All these upgrades can significantly lower crash and 
fatality rates.42

The State Should Prioritize Safety Improve-
ments over Costly New Construction
In addition to saving lives, safety improvements are 
great investments because they are far less costly than 
new construction projects. To make all identified 
highway safety improvements for the next 30 years, 

N.C. would only need to spend $2.5 billion,43 which is 
less than the current operating budget of the DOT for a 
single year. In contrast, the current plan is to spend three 
to four times as much on costly expansions of uncon-
gested roads in our rural areas.44
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Prioritize Infrastructure Health Through 
Maintenance of Existing Roads
There are many more rural road miles to maintain than 
urban road miles in North Carolina.45 In fact, North 
Carolina has the second largest state road network in the 
country,46, 47 just smaller than Texas. Unfortunately, rural 
roads in North Carolina are not in the best condition, 
with 49% rating as fair, mediocre or poor.48 There are 
two major cost savings that can be achieved by placing 
a greater emphasis on maintenance: first, we avoid the 
much higher long-term cost to the DOT of deferring 
maintenance, and second, we avoid the costs to consum-
ers from wear and tear on vehicles. 
Reconstructing roads is far more expensive than main-
taining the ones we have.49 In fact, one study suggests 
that rebuilding a road is four to ten times the cost of 
keeping the road in good repair.50 With limited fund-
ing, it is particularly unwise to let our current roads 
and bridges fall into disrepair. We should not use scarce 
resources on unneeded new capacity when the existing 
infrastructure can be maintained at far less cost.
Also, poorly maintained roads cost North Carolina driv-
ers an estimated $1.7 billion each year in extra vehicle 
repairs and operating costs. This is about two times the 
current NCDOT annual maintenance budget.51 The an-
nual spending necessary to bring all roads up to par over 
the next 30 years would pay for itself in deferred vehicle 
maintenance alone.52   
To see the enormity of the funding distribution issue, we 
can look to North Carolina’s modal needs assessment for 
the 30-year planning period. Transportation modes are 
evaluated for how well they are doing in terms of mobil-
ity, safety and health across modes, on statewide and re-
gional tiers. The chart on the top of the next page shows 
that the only areas currently performing at a high level 
of service53 are highway expansions for some catego-

ries. New highway capacity is already performing more 
than adequately, but safety and infrastructure health are 
suffering.54 While the entire State would benefit from 
a shift in spending away from highway expansion and 
toward safety and maintenance of our infrastructure, this 
is particularly true for rural areas. 
	  
Prioritize Infrastructure Health Through 
Bridge Maintenance and Repair
Even if the useful life of bridges can be extended by 
performing routine maintenance, more costly repairs 
will be needed later for bridges to remain operable.55 
North Carolina already ranks high in the nation for 
deficient rural bridges56 and, as the “Deficient Bridges in 
North Carolina” map illustrates, many of North Caro-
lina’s rural counties have a significant number of bridges 
that are in very poor condition.57 As the State maintains 
almost all of our bridges, the majority of which are rural, 
increased focus on maintenance and repair can result in 
safer bridges in rural areas in particular.58 
Keeping bridges in good repair in rural areas will pro-
mote both safety and getting crops to market. Deficient 
bridges reduce agricultural efficiencies, as heavy equip-

FOCUSING HIGHWAY SPENDING  
ON MAINTENANCE AND REPAIR
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ment may need to be rerouted to avoid bridges with 
weight restrictions. A recent report by the USDA found 
that an effective transportation system supports rural 
economies, reducing the price farmers pay for seeds and 
fertilizers, and raising the value of crops.59 
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In shifting spending toward 
safety, maintenance and 
repair, North Carolina must 
reconsider how much it can 
afford to spend on four-lane 
highways and bypasses in 
rural areas. Bypasses have 
been promoted for rural areas 
as infrastructure projects 
that can enhance mobility,60 
improve economic growth61  
and increase safety.62 But 
transportation studies that 
analyze the effects on com-
munities being bypassed63  
show that, for rural areas, by-
pass construction more often 
impedes each of these desired 
goals or is usually neutral, at 
best. Influenced by the Highway Trust Fund project 
list,64 North Carolina is poised to spend $8.4 billion 
on bypasses and other four-lane highways in rural 
North Carolina over the next 30 years.65 These projects 
should be reconsidered on a case-by-case basis.

Congestion Levels Do Not Justify the  
Expense of Bypasses
Bypasses are often recommended for the stated 
purpose of enhancing mobility through congestion 
reduction. But congestion is not a significant issue 
for most of North Carolina. Already, 88% of roads in 
North Carolina’s strategic corridor system have little 
or no recurring congestion.66 Also, the rate of popula-
tion growth in rural North Carolina 
is far less than that of urban areas, 
with several rural counties even los-
ing population.67 Expensive new-
capacity bypasses are not needed to 
provide congestion relief in the vast 
majority of our rural areas.  

Negative or Neutral Eco-
nomic Impact of Bypasses
The often-stated expectation of 
economic benefit is not borne out 
by studies on bypasses. In a national 
survey of businesses that rely on 
drive-by customers, 49 percent of 

the firms reported negative impacts from bypass con-
struction and 22 percent reported neither positive nor 
negative net benefits.68 On average, retail sales decrease 
when a bypass is built around a community.69 A National 
Cooperative Highway Research Program (NCHRP) 
study of DOTs in 47 states amplifies the potential for 
economic harm to rural areas, showing traffic-serving 
businesses along the bypassed route were most likely 
to be hurt by a bypass.70 Retail businesses that cater to 
pass-through traffic, such as gas stations and fast food 
restaurants, are the most likely to be affected by reduced 
traffic.71   
The distance from the bypass to the downtown of the 
bypassed community is an important factor in measur-

ing negative implications of these 
projects. Generally, studies show 
that bypasses farther away from 
existing downtowns make it hard 
for travelers to see and access exist-
ing businesses.72 Understandably, 
public opposition to bypasses cor-
respondingly increases the greater 
the distance the bypass is from 
downtown.73  
Whether or not the bypass is  
part of a high-speed freeway is  
also a factor in the economic 
harm associated with these roads. 
A recent study has shown that it 

MOVING BEYOND THE BYPASS
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is especially difficult to divert traffic from a bypass to a 
downtown area from high-speed routes.74    
Smaller towns are far more likely to be hurt by by-
passes75 and find it harder to jump through the extensive 
hoops necessary to protect existing businesses, which are 
unlikely to relocate along the new route.76 To address 
this issue, many communities are encouraged to extend 
their political boundaries to include the land near a new 
bypass. This may necessitate providing adequate water, 
sewer and additional roadway structure for develop-
ment near the bypass.77 If they fail to do this, they will 
be forced to restrict development along the bypass while 
their downtown businesses suffer from the loss of pass-
through traffic, resulting in reduced income. Moving 
away from bypass construction in rural and small-town 
North Carolina will avoid this economic Catch-22. 

Minimal Safety Improvements from  
Bypasses
The safety justification of bypasses is also often unwar-
ranted. Researchers found that accidents on bypassed 
routes, after going down for a short time, actually 
increased, and did not decrease to pre-existing levels or 
below until four or five years had passed.78 In that same 
study, residents surveyed believed that local pedestrian 
safety was improved by bypass construction, but the data 
did not show an actual improvement in pedestrian safety 
due to the bypass construction.79 
	

Expecting big safety improvements from a bypass? Not likely.

Rather than concentrate on a bypass for safety outcomes, a much more cost-efficient and  
results oriented approach is providing spot safety improvements in the most dangerous areas  
of the corridor. In the 2011 NCDOT study of the US 70, Havelock Bypass in eastern North  
Carolina, S.T.I.P. ID No. R-1015, one of the proposed goals of the project is to improve safety. 
The bypass, however, has not been shown to significantly advance that purpose relative to 
other potential investments. It would only remedy one of the four most dangerous intersec-
tions along US 70 in the county. The other three intersections would remain unaddressed. 

Already, the DOT plans to create a flyover at the Slocum Road intersection of US 70. This area 
tops the list of dangerous intersections in the county. The problems there can be mitigated by 
the proposed flyover at a cost of $15.6 million, far less than the $157 million Havelock Bypass. 
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Rural North Carolina continues to struggle with unmet 
mobility and economic development needs. Some have 
suggested commuting across multiple counties by car, 
for rural residents to access jobs. Studies show, however, 
that roads alone do not result in greater economic op-
portunity for those residents.80 Since providing addi-
tional road capacity for rural areas is not necessary for 
congestion or useful as a driver of economic develop-
ment, limited transportation resources should be spent 
on other needs.  

Unmet Mobility and Access to Economic 
Opportunity Needs in Rural Areas
Expanding affordable mobility options in rural North 
Carolina can make a difference for these citizens in 
getting, and keeping, employment.81 Rural residents are 
more likely to face longer commutes to work.82 Rural 
residents also make less money83 than urban dwellers 
and thus have less money to spend on gas.84 Lack of af-
fordable transportation, then, becomes a barrier to work 
access85 and prosperity.   
In addition, rural areas have large elderly and minor-
ity populations, who are most likely to be negatively 
impacted by lack of mobility options.86 Elderly residents, 
in particular, are less likely to spend time with others or 
to get the medical 
and social services 
they need without 
alternatives to solo 
driving.87       
Also, walking and 
biking infrastruc-
ture is less prevalent 
in rural communi-
ties compared to 
the urban centers, 
despite a strong 
local demand for 
these facilities.88 In 
addition to en-
hancing mobility, 
biking, walking and 
trail infrastructure  
projects create more 
jobs per dollar than 
highway projects. 89  

Increasing affordable transportation choices in our rural 
communities can give residents better access to jobs, 
health care and provide incentives for economic develop-
ment.90 Expanded mobility options, such as commuter 
bus, local transit, para-transit,91 small scale transporta-
tion enhancement projects and broadband can all help 
to create greater prosperity and an improved quality of 
life for rural residents.
 
Meeting Rural Mobility Needs 
Regional Planning Organizations92 (RPOs) and the 
DOT can place increased emphasis on meeting unmet 
transit needs rather than continued highway expan-
sion.93 In 2007, NCDOT itself recommended a 124% 
increase in its rural public transportation system ser-
vice.94 Instead of building costly bypasses, North Caroli-
na should make it a higher priority to provide additional 
funding for rural transit which can match available fed-
eral and local funds. Localities can also choose to raise 
revenue specifically for transit through use of the transit 
tax measure that was codified as a part of the State’s 
2009 Intermodal bill.   
	
Commuter Bus Service
Transit funding can support expanding commuter bus 
service from rural areas to urban area employment 
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centers. Commuter bus service provides much needed, 
less costly transportation to employment for workers 
who do not have access to a personal vehicle or who live 
too far from industry centers to make traveling alone 
cost-effective. Successful services such as those provided 
by the Piedmont Authority for Regional Transporta-
tion (PART) offer valuable transportation options to 
the residents of the Piedmont Triad area. In 2009, the 
PART Express bus system supplied 544,061 passen-
ger trips95 to workers, including those in rural areas, 
and has been growing in use since its establishment in 
1997.96 PART has a broad reach throughout central 
North Carolina, serving 18 counties spanning a dis-
tance of 85 miles north to south and almost 170 miles 
west to east.	
 
Para-transit	
Transit expansion also should include para-transit, in 
particular because the growth of the elderly popula-
tion is pronounced in rural North Carolina.97 Used for 
social services access and daily living needs, para-transit 
is primarily intended to serve the disabled and older 
adults. It provides the affordability of transit, the conve-
nience of a taxi and specialized accessibility features to 
accommodate wheelchairs and physical disabilities. Ad-
vancements in technology have made scheduling trips 
more efficient and have improved driver knowledge of 
passenger needs.98 

Rural Broadband Service. Broadband service for 
rural North Carolina can enhance the use of para-
transit and transit, as well as provide additional ben-
efits of supporting e-commerce and telecommuting. 
To realize the benefits of broadband in rural areas, the 
NCDOT should support changes to state and federal 
laws to allow transportation spending flexibility to in-
clude broadband as part of the mix. NCDOT can also 
encourage rural and small towns to seek grant funding 
toward acquiring broadband service.  

Community Transportation Enhancements. Trans-
portation enhancements are transportation projects 
including, but not limited to, biking and walking 
facilities, acquiring scenic or historic sites, historic 
preservation and rehabilitation or operation of historic 
transportation buildings, structures or facilities.99 These 
projects, designed to maximize the potential of trans-
portation to enhance communities,100 efficiently move 

people, improve local economies and tourism, enhance 
the environment and create community gathering 
places.101   
Already, rural communities receive twice the amount 
of federal funds as urban areas receive for these types of 
transportation enhancements.102  North Carolina can 
capitalize on the demand for more walkable, bikeable 
rural communities by providing enhancements to sup-
port those activities. To continue meeting that demand, 
North Carolina should specifically set out to plan for 
more sidewalks, bike lanes and trails in rural areas to 
support locals and tourists alike.



New highway capacity in our rural areas is seldom a 
formula to attract new industry in a 21st century global 
economy, and 20th century funding priorities must 
be revisited. North Carolina cannot afford to spend 
billions on unneeded new highways and bypasses with 
so many unmet, more pressing rural needs for mobility 
and access to opportunity. By coordination on both the 
regional and statewide levels, we can better satisfy the 
interests of both urban and rural residents.103   
Rather than spending hundreds of millions on proj-
ects like widening US 64 in rural Dare County (see 
text box), a new vision is called for to meet the unique 
transportation needs of rural North Carolina. Safety 
improvements, highway maintenance and bridge repair 
should be the primary transportation priorities for 
rural areas.  The needs of rural residents, including a 
disproportionate portion of our elderly, less affluent, 
and minority populations also would be better served 
by expanding commuter bus, para-transit, broadband 
to support these services and investing in community 
transportation enhancements.

Summary of recommendations:
•	 As the highest priority, North Carolina should address the compelling safety needs on our rural roads by 

devoting $2.5 billion to complete a range of relatively low-cost safety improvements over the next decade.
•	 The second highest priority is to ensure adequate funding—doubling current spending—to maintain our 

rural roads and bridges, which will save money for both the DOT and consumers in the long run.
•	 We must reconsider proposals from a generation ago to spend over $8 billion on expensive rural and small 

town four-lane highways and bypasses, which often lack a demonstrated transportation need and hurt lo-
cal businesses. 

•	 We can improve local mobility and long distance access to economic opportunity for rural areas by invest-
ing in commuter bus, para-transit, broadband and community transportation enhancements to meet the 
unique transportation needs of rural North Carolina. 

SUMMARY

Small Communities Threatened By Ex-
pensive, Unnecessary Highway Projects

A proposed highway widening in rural east-
ern North Carolina (US 64 Improvement 
Project, Dare County, NC, TIP Project No. 
R-2544 and R-2545), illustrates the distorted 
funding priorities that result from North Caro-
lina’s Highway Trust Fund project list. NCDOT 
intends to spend over $350 million on a 
project that serves no demonstrated purpose 
other than completing a plan conceived in 
1989 to construct a massive network of four-
lane highways and bypasses throughout the 
State. Understandably, the small community 
of East Lake is alarmed at “being wiped off 
the map” by the project. 
“Widening US 64 threatens the East Lake community” by  
Catherine Kozak, Island Free Press, March 28,2012.  
http://islandfreepress.org/2012Archives/03.28.2012- 
WideningUS64ThreatensTheEastLakeCommunity
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