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Study of Impacts Caused by Exempting the Maine Turnpike and New 
Hampshire Turnpike from Federal Truck Weight Limits Final Report 

Introduction 

Regulations governing truck size and weight have impacts on highway safety, infrastructure 
preservation and economic efficiency. Truck size and weight laws also carry implications for 
regional and national economies as transportation has become a substitute for inventories in 
modem supply chain management. In the U.S., federal laws govern truck size and weight 
(TS&W) on the Interstate Highway System. Federal TS&W laws are of particular importance to 
U.S. border-states heavily impacted by the North American Free Trade Agreement. The chart in 
Exhibit ! .shows that in 2003 exports from Maine and New Hampshire exceeded $1 billion, with 
nearly all this trade traveling by truck. Both Canada and Mexico allow significantly higher truck 
weight limits in their respective counties. As a result, U.S. companies competing against cross­
border rivals in natural resource based industries, where profit margins are typically low, fmd it 
difficult to compete against foreign competition that is able to use more efficient means of 
transportation. 

The transportation needs of 
natural resource based 
industries like agriculture, 
timber and ore extraction are 
traditionally characterized by 
heavy commodities moving 
relatively short distances. In 
1998, 92 percent of all freight 
(by weight) originating in 
Maine was transported by 
truck and 7 5 percent of all 
originating truck flows moved 
250 miles or less. In New 
Hampshire, 96 percent of all 

Exhibit 1: Maine/New Hampshire Cross Border Trade 
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freight (by weight) originating in the state moved by truck. 76 percent of all truck flows 
originating in New Hampshire moved 250 miles or less. 1 Railroads and waterborne modes are 
also well suited for moving heavy commodities, but the economics of rail and water normally 
dictate hauls much longer than 250 miles. Given the composition of the Maine/New Hampshire 
regional economy, it is likely that both states will rely heavy on truck transport in the future. 

Maine's state truck weight limits have been enforced on the Turnpike since it was constructed in 
the late 1940's. The Maine Turnpike was designated part of the Interstate Highway System in 
1956, but as no federal funding was used in its construction, the practice of enforcing state 
weight laws continued. The 15-mile New Hampshire Turnpike opened to traffic in 1950 and 
was designed part of I-95 in 1960. In 1994, the Federal Highway Administration (FHW A) 
threatened to withhold state funds for not enforcing federal Interstate weight limits on the Maine 
and New Hampshire Turnpikes. The State of Maine then sought and obtained an exemption 
from Congress formalizing its long-standing practice of enforcing state weight limits on the 
Maine Turnpike. In keeping with the policy and practice of Maine, New Hampshire also 
enforced.its higher state weight limits the New Hampshire Turnpike. 
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Study of Impacts Caused by Exempting the Maine Turnpike and New 
Hampshire Turnpike from Federal Truck Weight Limits Final Report 

Background 

In 1913 Maine was one of the first states 
to limit truck weight in order to protect 
highway pavements and bridges. The 
federal government did not regulate 
TS&W limits until 1956, establishing a 
maximum gross weight limit on 
Interstate Highways of 73,280 pounds 
(lbs.). States with higher weight limits 
prior to July 1, 1956, were allowed to 
retain those limits as "grandfathered" 
rights. In 1975 Congress increased the 
allowable GVW (GVW) on the Interstate 
System to 80,000 lbs. Since 1982 there 
have been no changes in federal weight 
limits. Title 23 USC, 127 provides the 
following limits on Interstate Highways: 

• Single axle weight limit: 20,000 lbs . 

• Tandem axle weight limit: 34,000 lbs . 

• Gross vehicle weight limit: 80,000 lbs. 

• Comply with federal bridge formula 

In 1998, Congress provided partial GVW 
exemptions to four states: Colorado, 
Louisiana, Maine and New Hampshire. 
The Transpmtation Equity Act for the 
21st Century (TEA-21) provided 
exemptions from the federal GVW limits 
on the Maine and New Hampshire 
Turnpikes (Exhibit 2). 

Non-exempt Interstates in Maine and 
New Hampshire remain subject to the 
federal GVW limit of 80,000 lbs. 
Exempt pmiions of I-95 and state 
highways allow a GVW ofup to 100,000 

Exhibit 2: TEA-21 Truck Weight Excerpts 

TEA-21 - Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century 
Subtitle B--SEC.1212; (d) Vehicle Weight Limitations. 

(1) Section 127(a) of title 23, United States Code, is 
amended: 

(B) With respect to Interstate Route 95 in the State of 
New Hampshire, State laws (including regulations) 
concerning vehicle weight limitations that were in 
effect on January 1, 1987, and are applicable to 
State highways other than the Interstate System, 
shall be applicable in lieu of the requirements of this 
subsection. 

With respect to that portion of the Maine Turnpike 
designated Interstate Route 95 and 495, and that 
portion of Interstate Route 95 from the southern 
terminus of the Maine Turnpike to the New 
Hampshire State line, laws (including regulations) of 
the State of Maine concerning vehicle weight 
limitations that were in effect on October 1, 1995, 
and are applicable to State highways other than the 
Interstate System, shall be applicable in lieu of the 
requirements of this subsection." 

(C) Maine.-- (i) .. .In consultation with the Secretary, the 
State of Maine shall conduct a study analyzing the 
economic, safety, and infrastructure impacts of the 
exemption provided by the amendment made by 
paragraph (1)(8), including the impact of not having 
such an exemption. In preparing the study, the State 
shall provide adequate opportunity for public 
comment. 

(D) New Hampshire.-- (i) In generai.--In consultation 
with the Secretary, the State of New Hampshire shall 
conduct a study analyzing the economic, safety, and 
infrastructure impacts of the exemption provided by 
the amendment made by paragraph (1)(8), including 
the impact of not having such an exemption. In 
preparing the study, the State shall provide adequate 
opportunity for public comment. 

lbs on six-axle TST combinations and certain commodity groups are also allowed a 10% GVW 
tolerance on 5-axle configurations. As a result, heavy trucks that would otherwise be through 
traffic on I-95 divert to state highways upon reaching non-exempt portions·ofl-95. 

In 2002, the Maine Department of Transportation (MDOT), in cooperation with the Maine 
Turnpike Authority and New Hampshire Turnpike Authority contracted with Wilbur Smith 
Associates to examine the impacts resulting from the Turnpike federal weight exemptions. 
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