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TN County Government’s Transportation System

TCHOA consists of the 95 elected and appointed Chief Administrative
Officers of the county highway departments.

The CAO is defined as the County Road or Highway Superintendent,
County Road or Highway Engineer, Director of Public Works,  or County
Road Supervisor to name a few.

76 CAO’s are popularly elected.
19 CAO’s are appointed by an elected board.
All county highway officials are elected or appointed for a four (4) year
term.
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County Uniform Highway Law (CUHL)
(T.C.A. 54-7-101- 206)

In 1974 the Tennessee General Assembly enacted the County Uniform Highway Law (also called the
County Uniform Road Law) which governs and controls the operation of 91 of the state’s 95 county highway
departments.  The “big 4” counties – Davidson, Knox, Hamilton, and Shelby – are exempted from this law.
The CUHL establishes minimum qualifications for candidates, both elected and appointed, seeking the office
of Highway Chief Administrative Officer.  Qualifications are:

1. A high school diploma from an accredited high school or GED and
2. 4 years experience in a supervisory capacity in highway construction or maintenance.  OR
3. Be a licensed engineer in Tennessee OR
4. Have an engineering degree AND 2 years experience in highway construction or maintenance.

To approve qualifications of the candidates, the General Assembly established the Tennessee County
Highway Officials Certification Board composed of 5 members:

• 1 member appointed by the Secretary of State
• 1 member appointed by the Comptroller of the Treasury
• 1 member appointed by the TN Chapter of the American Public Works Association
• 1 member appointed by the Governor from the Professional Engineering Society
• 1 member appointed by the Tennessee County Services Association
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4.1

Road Definitions / Comments

In a litigated case, the court determined a public highway or road is “such a passageway as any and all members
of the public have an absolute right to use”.

The US General Accounting Office in a congressional highway safety committee report described Tennessee
county roads as:

A two lane narrow roadway, sharp curves, lack of median, small or non-existing shoulders, utility
poles, trees, and animals.

Comments of AAA of Tennessee to the Senate Transportation Committee Feb. 9, 2011:

•Teen fatalities are higher on county roads
•The majority of all fatal crashes in Tennessee happen in rural areas.
•Roadway departure crashes, defined as those in which a vehicle not at an intersection leaves its
lane and collides with other vehicles or roadside objects, are responsible for 64% of Tennessee
traffic fatalities.
•The bulk of these crashes happen on about 60,000 miles of what are called “minor” local roads.
•From 2004 to 2008 more than 1,400 citizens suffered life-changing, incapacitating injuries in
roadway departure crashes.
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County 57,078
64.0%

City 18,249
20.5%

State 12,767
14.3%
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Statewide Bridge Inventory
The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) mandates all states inspect bridges 20 ft. in length and over.
County Highway departments have an unknown number of bridges less than 20 ft. that must be maintained.
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County Highway & Bridge Funding

Counties Share No County Share

• User Fee (Gasoline)    21.4¢ Federal User Fee (Gasoline)    18.4¢
• User Fee (Motor Fuel) 18.4¢ Federal User Fee (Motor Fuel) 24.4¢

Gasoline & motor fuel fees are based on volume of sales.  Regardless of the cost of gasoline
per gallon, whether $1.50 per gallon or $5.00 per gallon, the user fee is 21.4 cents.

*Gasoline user fee of 21.4¢ is made up of
20.0¢ + 1.0¢ special petroleum fee + .04¢ inspection fee

*Motor fuel user fee of 18.4¢ is made up of
17.0¢ + 1.0¢ special petroleum fee + .04¢ inspection fee
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State Gen Fund
1.85%
.37¢
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Allocation of User Fee – 17¢
(Motor Fuel)

9



Tennessee County Highway
Officials Association
J. Rodney Carmical, Executive Director
Debbie Blanchard, Chief Administrative Officer

Distribution of User Fees – 95 Counties
5.09¢ Gasoline and 2.97¢ Motor Fuel

25%

25%

50%

50% - 95 Counties
Share Equally
25% - Based on
Population
25% - Based on Land
Area

Example:  Total Statewide Collection of $180 million
$90 million – divided by 95 counties
$45 million – divided by the population of each county
$45 million – divided by the land area of each county

* Fuel user fees are not based on local site of sale 10
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TN Department of Transportation Budget

State Aid Program
75% State Funds = $21 million
25% Local Match = $  7 million
(roads established by state)

State Bridge Grant Program
80% State Funds = $9.5 million
20% Local Match = $2.4 million
(bridges based on inspection report)

FHWA requires approximately 15% of Federal bridge allocation be
spent annually on off-system bridges (classified as local government
structures).  The BRZ program has been suspended for the past 3
years to work through the back log of bridges.  Three years ago there
were approximately 160 bridges not under contract.  Today there are
approximately 60.  TDOT has pledged to absorb the local share of
construction costs on these larger structures.
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Unfunded Mandates by Rule
•The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) sign retro-
reflectivity program requires all caution and warning signs to meet
new federal reflectivity standards at a tremendous cost to county
highway departments.  The cost to replace ONE sign is $115.  The
total cost to local governments is expected to exceed $50 million.

•The Tennessee Department of Environment & Conservation -
underground fuel storage tanks must meet new standards for fuel
blends above 90/10 at a cost to county highway departments of
$3 - $5 million.

12



Tennessee County Highway
Officials Association
J. Rodney Carmical, Executive Director
Debbie Blanchard, Chief Administrative Officer

6 Year County Fuel Tax Collection Statewide

• FY 2005-2006 = $185 million
• FY 2006-2007 = $184 million
• FY 2007-2008 = $189 million
• FY 2008-2009 = $179 million
• FY 2009-2010 = $181 million
• FY 2010-2011 = $179 million

 During the same period of time highway and bridge construction materials have increased by 106%.
 The cost to resurface one mile of county road costs approximately $100,000.
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Facts about Tennessee County Highway Departments / Roads
1.Tennessee County highway departments DID NOT receive any federal stimulus dollars (ARRA).
2.County highway departments DO NOT receive any direct federal transportation dollars.
3.All federal / state transportation mandates apply to county and city governments.
4.Fuel user fees are paid by anyone purchasing fuel in Tennessee – tourists, travelers, truckers, and residents.
5.County highways and rights-of-way are valuable assets and should be improved, protected, and preserved.
6.Tennessee is a rural transportation state.  70 counties have a population of less than 50,000.  Of those, 20 have

a population of less than 15,000.
7.Approximately 1/3 of Tennessee counties allocate $100,000 or less of local revenue to their county road system.
8.Approximately 75% of local wheel tax revenues go to education, NOT to maintain their local road system.
9.Tennessee’s dedication to excellence in education cannot be accomplished without an adequate local

transportation network.  Of 132 LEA’s, over 120 provide some type of student transportation.
10.In a regional transportation symposium, the statement was made that the key to Tennessee’s continued success

over the next decade will be education and transportation.
11.The most important road is the one than runs in front of your constiutent’s house, be it a county, city or state road.

www.tnhighwayofficials.org
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