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Highway Beautification Act:
Celebrating 50 years of a beautiful
drive

Ansel Adams greets first lady Lady Bird Johnson on Sept. 20, 1966, at a ceremony at Bixby Creek Bridge where
Johnson designated Highway 1 as the first State Scenic Highway of California. (Monterey County Herald file
photo)

By Amy McDermott , newsroom@montereyherald.com, @AmyGMcDermott on

Twitter
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Big Sur >> The pristine drive through Big Sur to Morro Bay might have been a lot different without the

Highway Beautification Act. The historic legislation that limited billboards, junkyards and other

unsightly development to commercial and industrial sites turns 50 this week.

Its anniversary will be commemorated Monday at the iconic Bixby Creek Bridge.

On Oct. 22, 1965, President Lyndon Baines Johnson signed the Highway Beautification Act into law.

His wife, Lady Bird, had pushed hard for the legislation, as an effort to preserve the natural beauty of

roadside America.

To celebrate the occasion, the first lady traveled to Big Sur. She christened Highway 1 California’s first

State Scenic Highway, and stationed a plaque at the Bixby Creek Bridge.

Half a century later, first daughter Luci Baines Johnson, 68, continues her mother’s legacy. She will

rededicate the first lady’s plaque at the Bixby Creek Bridge Scenic Overlook on Monday afternoon.

“It is just a great honor to be invited back to Bixby Bridge and to see my mother’s work, and to celebrate

it,” she said. “My mother’s work for the environment was so much more than just beautification. It was

all about awakening a nation’s conscience to the importance of the natural world, and celebrating it,

and sharing it, and preserving it, and protecting it.”

Rep. Sam Farr will join Johnson at Monday’s rededication. His father, Sen. Fred Farr, was also on the
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Rep. Sam Farr will join Johnson at Monday’s rededication. His father, Sen. Fred Farr, was also on the

Bixby Bridge 50 years ago and became the nation’s first Highway Beautification System coordinator.

Johnson said she is grateful to Farr.

“It’s just a real gift to know that two families who’ve been active in public life and began a mighty

movement 50 years ago are still committed,” she said. “One generation passing the baton to another.“

For Monterey, the Highway Beautification Act was landmark environmental legislation, said Jim

Shivers, a spokesman for Caltrans District 5, ranging from Santa Barbara to Santa Cruz. It led to “more

thorough environmental review” of new transit projects, he said. The Highway Beautification Act

ensures “that when people drive these scenic highways, that they’re visually pleasing, that the travelers

don’t come across a number of signs or billboards or development, which allows them to enjoy the coast

in the way it’s always been.”

But some government officials have wondered if the Highway Beautification Act accomplished all it set

out to. The outdoor advertising industry resisted the law, arguing that it hamstrings industry

development. According to a government report, unclear zoning and inconsistent standards have

created loopholes. States have varying policies on roadside advertising, and risk losing a tenth of their

highway funding if they fail to meet federal standards, but enforcement is not universal. There are still

700,000 billboards in the U.S. today, with another 5,000 to 15,000 erected every year.
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