
President Dwight D. Eisenhower probably wasn’t aware of highway traffic noise pollution when signing the Federal Highway Act in  
1956. The legislation is responsible for our current 48,181 mile interstate highway system, connecting the continental United States 
north to south and east to west. Eisenhower admired Germany’s autobahn highway system while commanding troops during WWII. 
He recognized the importance of having mass transportation for commerce and travel, but primarily as a necessity for national defense, 
having the ability to easily transport troops and supplies anywhere in the country in the event of an emergency or invasion.

Thankfully, we haven’t experienced a military invasion, but as the highway system grew, a different type of invasion occurred, millions of 
automobiles. Post WWII, Americans developed a love affair with the automobile and travel. Nowhere was this more noticeable than in 
the automobile culture of California. In fact, in 1958, UCLA researchers performed one of the first acoustical studies 
on highway noise, but it wasn’t until 1968 when the first noise wall was constructed along I680 in Milpitas, Califor-
nia, where it still stands today. 

In 1972, the Federal Noise Control Act is what truly facilitated the invention of an entire new industry. 
Sound/noise walls started to spread across the country and today, they don’t just dot the highway 
landscape, but are used in residential neighborhoods, industrial facilities and commercial appli-
cations. Many communities are implementing artistic designs into the walls, (see the photo 
above) to reduce the visual impact of these sometimes imposing structures, but do they really 
mitigate the cacophony of sounds like engine noise, tires and horns?

According to the Federal Highway Administration, (see Diagram #1)...highway noise or the 
(SOURCE) reacts to a solid wall in several ways. Sound can be:

1. Reflected - bounces off from the wall
2. Absorbed - into the wall
3. Transmitted - goes through the wall
4. Diffracted - jumps the wall
5. Diffused - scattered in all directions

Newer wall designs include textured facades such as cordu-
roy concrete, embossed patterns and as stated above, artistic 
designs. All of these methods effectively ‘diffuse’ sound, causing 
it to scatter in all directions, further reducing noise. 

Acoustical walls are here to stay, but how will technology affect 
their future? Other than eliminating motor vehicles entirely, alternatives 
continue to be researched and developed. Electric vehicles, cutting-edge  
aerodynamic automobile and tire designs, as well as innovative, sound absorbing paving 
materials will all assist in noise mitigation.

California has Installed 30% of ALL Highway Noise Walls Nationwide.

ENOUGH PRECAST to STRETCH  
from SAN DIEGO to SAN ANTONIO!

DID YOU KNOW?

What’s All the Noise About?

NOISE BARRIER WALL

SOURCE

RECEIVER

4.   DIFFRACTED PATH

2.  ABSORBED

5.  DIFFUSED

1.   REFLECTED

3.   TRANSMITTED

BRIGHT
ZONE

TRANSITION
ZONE

SHADOW
ZONE

Photo Credit: Scottsdale Public Art.org

Diagram #1:  
Federal Highway Administration


