Missouri Adopt-A-Highway Celebrates 20 Years

The traditional gift for a 20th anniversary is china; Missouri's Adopt-A-Highway program would settle for everyone putting their fast food containers in trashcans. This fall, Adopt-A-Highway in Missouri celebrates its 20th year anniversary, and while time does fly when you’re having fun, the Missouri Department of Transportation reminds Missourians there’s still plenty of work to do and it’s time to do it. 

“The Adopt-A-Highway program is a huge asset to Missouri,” says MoDOT Director Pete Rahn. “Besides making our state a cleaner, more beautiful place to live and visit, adopters perform about $1 million a year in litter cleanup and beautification efforts.” 

One other way MoDOT is celebrating the anniversary is by offering a new adoption option – adopters can now adopt portions of highways solely to plant native wildflowers on the roadsides. 

“Our goal with this new option is to not only focus on cleaning up the roadsides, but to make them more beautiful as well,” said Stacy Armstrong, statewide Adopt-A-Highway coordinator. “Other adopters have planted flowers before, but this way we can recognize them just for these efforts and hopefully see more of them.”

The program began in Missouri with trash pickup in 1987 when Viva Cuba adopted a section of Route 19 in September. Gov. Ashcroft was in office and people were beginning to realize the need to help clean up their environment. Today the program has more than 3,772 adopters, who pick up litter on over 5,281 miles of roadsides across the state. 

“The program itself is amazing - it receives no federal dollars, has no national administration or leaders, and each state sets its own rules and policies,” Rahn said. “With more than one million members nationwide, AAH is a powerful force with positive results.”

Over the years, businesses, individuals, and community groups have adopted to help clean up Missouri. There are four groups who adopted in 1987 that are still in the program today: Viva Cuba, Inc., Kiwanis Club of Mountain Grove, the City of North Kansas City, and the W.E. Sears Youth Center in Poplar Bluff. (Please see the charter adopters column to find out more about these groups and their longevity.)  

Several milestones have been reached and changes have been made over the 20 years: 

· 1987 – Missouri program created.

· 1991 – The 5,000th adoption was recorded.

· 1992 – Created Volunteer Appreciation Month for five-year anniversary.

· 2000 - Design of the sign was changed adding the coreopsis, a flower native to Missouri, and the sign was made blue and yellow to be more visually appealing.

· 2001 – Program rules were changed to allow people to adopt in memory of someone. There are now more than 363 adopted in memory of a loved one.

· 2002 – Expanded program by partnering with the Missouri Department of Conservation to establish a statewide litter-prevention campaign called, No MOre Trash!

· 2007 - New option added so adopters can plant native wildflowers on their roadsides. 

Over the 20 years, more than 100,000 volunteers have picked up thousands of bags of litter, mowed hundreds of roadside miles, and planted millions of flowers, trees and shrubs. These activities make a significant impact on the appearance of Missouri roadsides even though MoDOT spends $18.5 million a year mowing and another $5.8 million picking up litter. 

Texas created the first AAH program in 1985. MoDOT staff heard about Texas’ innovative program to keep roadsides clean, and Missouri became one of the next states to create its own program in fall 1987. Missouri expanded the Texas program to include beautification and mowing. 
Besides being found in 49 states, AAH is also active in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Puerto Rico. 

“Although we have many active groups in our program, we’re always looking for new adopters,” Rahn said. “I challenge Missourians to double the current number of adopted miles and make Missouri a cleaner, more beautiful state.” MoDOT is responsible for maintaining 385,000 acres of right of way along 32,000 highway miles.   

Anyone interested in adopting a highway should call 888-ASK MODOT, or visit MoDOT’s website at www.modot.org. 
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First Lady Melanie Blunt and MoDOT Director Pete Rahn helped celebrate the 20th Anniversary of Adopt-A-Highway with a tribute to the 1987 charter adopters (and those who have adopted highways in the last 20 years) at a reception in their honor Oct. 19th in Jefferson City. A press conference was held afterward on the Capitol Lawn where a 11-foot tall wildflower made of recycled AAH and No MOre Trash! signs was presented, in honor of the new wildflower adoption option.   

