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FEDERAL AID FOR HIGHWAYS

YEARNING Ottawa to go slow in voting money for high- 
““ way improvement, is about as logical as equipping a 

snail with speedometer and brakes. But, slow-moving
as the Dominion government has been in granting federal 
aid for highways, it now seems that “Ottawa” cannot yet 
take a forward step without being in danger of slipping 
on the ice of provincial rights.

Sir Lomer Gouin took the public into his confidence 
last week at the banquet of the Canadian Good Roads Con
gress in Quebec City. He pulled aside the curtain of 
diplomatic relations between province and Dominion suffici
ently for those present to get a glimpse of the ropes that 
are holding the federal aid bill at its moorings, preventing 
it from embarking upon what may prove a rough and stormy 
parliamentary voyage.

Federal aid for highways will be welcomed by all of 
the provinces provided that it takes the form of a straight 
gift of money, with no strings attached. But Quebec at 
least—and Ontario, Saskatchewan and other provinces 
said to think likewise—does not want Federal aid if it 
entails the surrender of any of the provincial rights and 
prerogatives in road building.

The Dominion government appears reluctant to intro
duce any bill for federal aid that does not provide for 
jurisdiction over and inspection of the roads that are aided. 
It fears that the money might be used for political purposes, 
it is said; that is, for the construction of roads as a bribe 
for support from uncertain districts. Moreover it wants 
to make sure that the money is spent honestly and to the 
best advantage of the whole Dominion.

Such an attitude, thinks Sir Lomer Gouin, puts into 
the public mind ideas that are most harmful to the good 
roads movement. Money is not the only requisite for the 
success of public projects. Trust and confidence are equally 
essential. Without public confidence, no government, pro
vincial or federal, can build roads. If the federal govern
ment leads the people of any province to believe that its 
provincial government cannot be trusted with road-building 
funds without federal policemen being on the job to watch 
their expenditure, then it will kill all expenditures for road 
work in that province. If the federal aid bill were really 
to result in such a psychological effect upon the public— 
and but few statesmen in Canada know the trend of the 
public mind as does Sir Lomer Gouin—then it would be 
better if the bill be still-born and the provinces allowed to 
carry on as at present, with their own funds.

Federal aid would not be essential, anyway, if every 
province in Canada were to build roads as energetically as 
does Quebec. But federal aid is highly desirable as a stimulus 
to road-building. All provinces contribute indirectly to the 
funds from which the aid is given, so no province is likely 
to fail to participate in the benefits of the aid, particularly 
when the financially weaker provinces will get more out of 
the fund than they have indirectly contributed. Moreover, 
the money that could be contributed by the Dominion gov
ernment would have been raised by methods of indirect 
taxation not available to the provinces, and less likely to 
arouse opposition than a direct road tax.

It is to be hoped that some way will be found of making 
the bill satisfactory to every provincial government in Can
ada, so that the aid can be obtained. After all, the members 
of the House of Commons are but the representatives of the 
various provinces, and if the bill is not satisfactory to a 
large majority of the provinces, it stands no chance of be
coming law. It is somewhat surprising that this legislation 
should have been inaugurated at all without having first met 
the views of all of the provincial governments. There is no 
more danger of road appropriations being used as political 
footballs at Quebec or Regina or Toronto than at Ottawa. 
For the sake of good roads in Canada, the strings to 
which the provinces object should be cut, and the $20,000,- 
000 aid for highways should be passed unconditionally. 
The Dominion government should aid the provinces to that 
extent every year. But in encouraging the backward pro
vinces to build roads, nothing should be done to discourage 
the progressive provinces.
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