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If you have a comment on a Crossroads
story, a question about roadways or 
equipment, an item for the Idea Exchange, 
a request for workshop information or
resources, or a name for our mailing list, 
fill in this form and mail in an envelope to:

Crossroads
Transportation Information Center
University of Wisconsin–Madison
432 North Lake Street
Madison, WI 53706

Or call, fax, or email us:
phone 800/442-4615
fax 608/263-3160
email tic@epd.engr.wisc.edu

Please put me on your Crossroads mailing list.

Please send me information on ________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________

My idea, comment or question is ______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________

Name __________________________________________ Title/Agency __________________________________

Address ____________________________________City __________________ State ____ Zip ____________

Phone (     ) ______________________ fax (     ) __________________ email __________________________

(We’ll contact you to get more details or answer your question.)

✁

Reader Response

Improving a local road? Check standards
Most people are aware that state or feder-
ally funded improvements to local roads
have alignment, width, slope and grading
standards. But, you may be surprised to
learn that state standards also apply even
when the funding is entirely local. Codes,
TRANS 204 (towns) and TRANS 205
(counties), are intended to ensure unifor-
mity in town roads and county highways.

“It’s a legal requirement, although
there can be some ambiguity as to when
you have to follow the standards,” says
Kim Johnson, President, Kjohnson Engi-
neers. She is the local program manage-
ment consultant for WisDOT District #1. 

For a simple resurfacing project, you
can follow the existing pavement charac-
teristics. That is relatively easy to do for
lane or bridge widths. However, side
slope changes may need help from an
engineer, or an exemption from WisDOT.
Doing cold, in-place recycling, for exam-
ple, can raise the pavement 6-8 inches
which can mean a fairly significant
change to the shoulder and side slopes.

“Slopes are not black and white,” says
Johnson. “They are a function of topogra-
phy, past history, and judgment. Plenty of
departments do them by eyeball. The
problems occur when they have done a
recent improvement and then there is a
crash.” To protect yourself and ensure
that you are in conformance with the
laws and requirements, it’s a good idea 
to involve an engineer, especially when
dealing with slopes and grading. 

Projects built with Local Roads
Improvement Program (LRIP) funds must
follow codes in TRANS 204, TRANS 205
and Chapter 11-20-01 of the WisDOT
Facilities Development Manual (for cities
and villages) says Scott Bush, LRIP Unit
Leader. “The standards for roadway
widths and alignment are based on
Average Daily Traffic (ADT) counts and
design speed,” he says. “Last year unfor-
tunately, two communities with LRIP
projects didn't meet the standards and
didn't receive an exception. They had to
reimburse the department for the LRIP
funds programmed on these projects.”

With the next programming cycle
about to begin, LRIP staff are working
hard to remind local officials about the
standards and exception process. “We
encourage them to look at the issues
early in the project scoping phase so it
doesn’t come as a surprise as decisions
are made,” says Bush.

Standards, alternatives, and other
considerations
Town roadway standards in the adminis-
trative code vary, depending on type of
improvement, ADT and “design speed”
(defined as the maximum safe speed that
can be maintained over a specified sec-
tion of a highway when conditions are so
favorable that the design features of the
highway govern.) So, for example, when
resurfacing a town road with 250-400

ADT, the roadway must be at least 24
feet wide, including a 20 foot traveled
way and two 2-foot shoulders, and the
alignment must meet a 40 mph design
speed. Roads with greater ADT must
have wider pavements and shoulders,
and the alignment must meet a higher
design speed. Standards for county high-
ways are a bit more varied and complex.

In some situations it may not be prac-
tical to meet the statutory design stan-
dards. In that case, local officials may
request an exception from the WisDOT
District Director “in special cases ... in
which deviation is not contrary to the
public interest and safety.”(TRANS 204)

When planning an improvement, it’s
also important to take other road users
into consideration, such as bicyclists,
snowmobilers and ATV riders. They are
not included in the standards, but may
be using the road anyway. A couple feet
of paved shoulder can significantly
improve safety for bicyclists and drivers
sharing a road, for example.

The main thing is to “make sure your
bases are covered,” when you resurface
or reconstruct a road by being aware of
the standards and fulfilling your responsi-
bilities under them, says Johnson. 

TRANS 204&205 are on-line at http://www.
dot.wisconsin.gov under Transportation
Rules, and “Roads and Highways.” You can
also consult with your county highway 
commissioner or state DOT district office. 
For information about the LRIP program 
contact your county highway commissioner.

http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov



