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Maintaining roadside vegetation can sometimes take the
balancing skill of a high-wire acrobat. Neighboring land-
owners and others may have very different ideas about
what’s desirable. Safety has to be balanced with visual
attractiveness; cost and environmental concerns must be
addressed. Cutting trees on the public’s favorite “shady lane”
or letting noxious weeds flourish next to farm fields can
produce a public relations disaster; so can a car crashing
into a roadside hazard.

Experts and those who have been through it advise:
plan ahead and publicize.

First: specific policies
“You can head off problems if you have specific policies in
place,” says Dick Stark a landscape architect and WisDOT’s
roadside maintenance specialist. He was a panelist on the
T.I.C.’s program Maintaining and Controlling Roadside
Vegetation, offered by satellite last February. Stark advises
that the goal should be to have a policy that is so thorough
and so soundly reasoned that new staff and administrators
can, and will, carry it out.

“The policy should describe the what, how, when and
where of specific actions,” Stark says. Document the whys
too, even if you choose not to include them in written
policies. Stark and other WisDOT staff are writing a compre-
hensive vegetation management plan for state highways.

Changes to the new state mowing policy took discussion
and compromise. “We had to address conflicts between
drainage and environmental concerns,” Stark says. A clean,
completely mowed ditch bottom will carry four times as
much water, quickly getting it away from the road’s subsoil.
However, fast-moving water can damage streams and ponds
with pollutants and sediment. It may also cause erosion and
flooding. With taller vegetation in the ditch bottom, water
flow slows down and sediments drop out. Ditches with a
minimum slope should be maintained so they provide
continuous and effective drainage.

“We’ve decided that wherever possible, road edges will
be mowed and the mow line will be hidden in the ditch-
line,” Stark says. This protects the safety and comfort of
motorists, balances drainage with water quality concerns,
and also takes the roadside’s visual qualities into account.

University of Wisconsin–Madison

    TRANSPORTATION Information Center

   University of Wisconsin–Madison
  432 North Lake Street
 Madison,  WI  53706

Route To

Address incorrect?
Please call or write us with
the correct  information

Nonprofit Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Madison, Wisconsin

Permit No. 658

Do not use for return mail

Printed on recycled paper

Crossroads is produced with assistance from the Federal Highway Administration, the Wisconsin Department of Transportation and UW-Extension

“I’d much rather go through public hearings than I
would a controversy,” says Peterson. “Our goal is to make
the taxpayer feel at ease with the project.” Public hearings
can be helpful, Peterson says. Through them highway
department staff have learned about unique timing issues
from special businesses along the road, about small trees
that may be very old or historically significant, and about
special drainage problems that they were not aware of.

When brush removal is planned the supervisor talks to
each property owner ahead of time, marks trees and brush
for removal and carefully identifies right-of-way lines.

“We’ll make every effort to save significant trees, and if
we can’t we may offer to plant wildflowers on the right-of-
way or even to plant new trees off the right-of-way if the
landowner will maintain them,” says Peterson. The Portage
County policy also specifies no herbicide use and no
clearcutting. Each roadside segment is considered
individually. “It is time-consuming for the supervisors,”
says Peterson. So is the alternative.

Videotapes of Maintaining and Controlling Roadside Vegetation
(120 min. #17917) are available on loan. Call or fax the T.I.C. for
copies of the program handouts (or use the form on page 7).
Tlusty recommends a book: Views from the Road (see Resources).
For more information on Portage County’s brush & tree removal
policy, contact Dale Peterson, State Patrol Superintendent,
715/345-5230.
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when the trees were cut.
The main feature of the policy is “lots of advance

notice,” says Dale Peterson, Portage County State Patrol
Superintendent. Every property owner now gets a letter
when a rehabilitation project is in the idea stage. The town
chairman is notified. There are ads in the newspapers and a
public hearing. If there are objections to the project that
can’t be resolved, the county highway committee makes the
final decision on the project.
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Roadside maintenance—cutting can become a “hot” issue

Continued on page 7

Safe roads for motorists
A significant number of crashes in Wisconsin involve a
single vehicle leaving the road and hitting a fixed
object. Having a “clear zone” in the roadside is a
recommended way to improve safety. Clear zones for
state highways may be 20 to 30 feet wide. The size for
other roads depends on traffic speed and volume and
the topography of the roadside. Trees larger than four
inches in diameter and other obstacles should not be in
the clear zone, but removing them may be controversial
or unreasonably expensive.

Address the difficulty by individualizing your
approach. “Start by identifying high hazard areas. Look
for narrow pavements with hills, curves, and rows of

Sometimes safety and scenic beauty conflict on roadsides.
Experts say you can manage for both.

Trimming back trees can improve
safety. Clusters of trees and varied
vegetation types are more appealing
than straight rows (left). You may
want to cut back heavy forests, but
clear cutting is ugly. Brush left along
the roadside is also unsafe (right).
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Sign repairs get step up
Green County’s patrolmen are finding it easier to replace
road signs thanks to an idea from patrolman Alan King. A
small step welded to back of the side wing plow puts the
worker at just the right height. The step is much more stable
than ladders on the sloping ground along roads and the
worker’s hands are free to easily replace the sign. The
12 x 18 inch step grid costs about $35 to fabricate from
non-slip floor grating.

“We feel these
steps have helped
us continue to be
effective with
one-person sign
replacements and,
more importantly,
made them safer
operations,” says
Green County
General Super-
intendent, Jeff
Wunschel.

For more information contact Jeff Wunschel, Green County
Highway Department, 608/328-9411.

Spray pothole repair update
A Wisconsin business is patching cracks and potholes using
the spray injection method we described in the spring ’96
Crossroads. The equipment propels chips and asphalt at 65
mph which produces a 94% compaction, according to
Keven Haser of Fahrner Asphalt Sealers, Inc., Plover, Wisc.

“It’s especially effective for potholes on hills,” says
Haser. They also use the system to prepare and repair chip
sealed roads, and to fix surfaces where cracks have caused
the road to sink or cup. The injected material fills and levels
the area.

Instead of just patching, the technique appears to
produce permanent repairs. This method was developed by
the federal Strategic Highway Research Program (SHRP).

Fahrner’s pricing for repair projects is based on the costs
of stone and asphalt used plus $125 per hour for the two
operators and the machine. There is a 10 hour minimum.

For more information contact Fahrner Asphalt Sealers, Inc.,
Waunakee, Wisc. at 800/898-2102. The T.I.C. presents this
information as a service to readers. No endorsement is implied.
We welcome information from other businesses or agencies
offering comparable services. Call at 800/442-4615 or fax at
608/263-3160 (use the form on page 7).

Counties report on new spreaders
Last fall counties put 103 zero-velocity spreaders with
prewetting systems into service as part of the WisDOT
Winter Maintenance Initiative. Under the program, every
Wisconsin county received at least one new piece of
equipment for winter maintenance of state and federal
roads. The zero-velocity spreaders propel salt backwards
at the same speed that the truck is traveling forward. As a
result, deicing material effectively is at a standstill relative
to the road surface (it has a velocity of zero).

There were the usual problems with the new equipment:
plugging of augers, hose breaks, and equipment calibra-
tions. Some counties modified connections and found ways
to help resolve the problems. Tom Lorfeld of WisDOT’s
Maintenance Office is surveying counties on equipment
performance and preferences.

Many counties reported increased efficiency and
effectiveness from using the new equipment. Patrolmen
could salt at speeds of 35-40 mph compared to the 20-25
mph maximum with ordinary auger/spinner combinations.
Directional controls permit them to salt the high sides of
curves without having to drive on the shoulders.

According to research, pre-wetting salt saves money and
makes roads safer through quicker salt action. When salt
was pre-wetted with liquid sodium chloride, 40% remained
on the roadway after 1000 vehicle passes at 55 mph,
compared to only 10% of dry salt applied at the same rate.
Salt pre-wetted with calcium chloride and applied under
the same conditions had a 50% retention rate.

The WisDOT Winter Equipment Committee will work
through the summer to plan for ’96-’97. At their May
meeting the committee agreed to order several mobile
pavement temperature sensors. (See Winter ’96 Crossroads
page 2 for a description.) These should help supervisors
more quickly and easily determine what are the effective
de-icing levels and chemicals they should be using.

Some information in this article is adapted from stories in the
January and March issues of Highway Maintenance Matters,
a newsletter of the WisDOT Office of Highway Maintenance.

A newsletter providing information on roads and bridges to local officials,
published quarterly by the Transportation Information Center, located at
the UW-Madison, Dept. of Engineering Professional Development, 432 N.
Lake St., Madison, WI  53706.  Phone: 800/442-4615. Fax: 608/263-3160.
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trees near the pavement edge, and for
places where drivers tend to speed” says
the T.I.C.’s Steve Pudloski who also
participated in the satellite course panel.

Consider using other techniques to
enhance safety where the recommended
clear zone width is not possible, Pudloski
suggests. For example:

• Remove trees and objects with a
crash history

• Widen travel lanes and shoulders
• Reduce excessive road crown
• Paint center and edge lines
• Install signs

– delineators along shoulder edges
– chevrons at curves
– object markers on trees or

other obstacles
– advanced warning signs
– speed advisories

• Reduce speed limits
• Install guardrail
• Plant protective shrubs between

road and object

Protect visual quality
Good quality road surfaces contribute to a community’s
economy, as does the scenic beauty of its roadsides. Surveys
show that natural beauty is the visitor’s top reason for
choosing a place for recreation and four out of five people
mention sightseeing and driving for pleasure as forms of

recreation. Wisconsin’s excel-
lent local roads also attract
people who bike and walk.

“People generally agree
on what they value as scenic
in a setting,” says Wayne Tlusty,
UW Extension landscape
architect. These include:

• Tree canopies
• Diversity of vegetation
• Naturalness
• Fall color
• Shrubs and large trees
• Vistas and views

Roadsides can be managed
for more scenic beauty, says
Tlusty. The key is individual-
izing and planning ahead.

Policy-making the
hard way
It took a year of hard feelings,
a lot of bad press, and meetings
attended by several hundred
people before Portage County
had a workable brush/tree
removal policy.

The policy was developed
after a public controversy over cutting large trees in a
roadside. Neighboring farmers had requested that their
deteriorated, flooding-prone road be improved to
accommodate their large trucks. Other county residents
who used the road for recreation became very disturbed

Roadsides with tall grass and wildflowers are
just as safe, but also more attractive.

A lawn-like roadside is safe and simple to
maintain, but visually boring.

Continued on page 8
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Maintaining roadside vegetation can sometimes take the
balancing skill of a high-wire acrobat. Neighboring land-
owners and others may have very different ideas about
what’s desirable. Safety has to be balanced with visual
attractiveness; cost and environmental concerns must be
addressed. Cutting trees on the public’s favorite “shady lane”
or letting noxious weeds flourish next to farm fields can
produce a public relations disaster; so can a car crashing
into a roadside hazard.

Experts and those who have been through it advise:
plan ahead and publicize.

First: specific policies
“You can head off problems if you have specific policies in
place,” says Dick Stark a landscape architect and WisDOT’s
roadside maintenance specialist. He was a panelist on the
T.I.C.’s program Maintaining and Controlling Roadside
Vegetation, offered by satellite last February. Stark advises
that the goal should be to have a policy that is so thorough
and so soundly reasoned that new staff and administrators
can, and will, carry it out.

“The policy should describe the what, how, when and
where of specific actions,” Stark says. Document the whys
too, even if you choose not to include them in written
policies. Stark and other WisDOT staff are writing a compre-
hensive vegetation management plan for state highways.

Changes to the new state mowing policy took discussion
and compromise. “We had to address conflicts between
drainage and environmental concerns,” Stark says. A clean,
completely mowed ditch bottom will carry four times as
much water, quickly getting it away from the road’s subsoil.
However, fast-moving water can damage streams and ponds
with pollutants and sediment. It may also cause erosion and
flooding. With taller vegetation in the ditch bottom, water
flow slows down and sediments drop out. Ditches with a
minimum slope should be maintained so they provide
continuous and effective drainage.

“We’ve decided that wherever possible, road edges will
be mowed and the mow line will be hidden in the ditch-
line,” Stark says. This protects the safety and comfort of
motorists, balances drainage with water quality concerns,
and also takes the roadside’s visual qualities into account.
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“I’d much rather go through public hearings than I
would a controversy,” says Peterson. “Our goal is to make
the taxpayer feel at ease with the project.” Public hearings
can be helpful, Peterson says. Through them highway
department staff have learned about unique timing issues
from special businesses along the road, about small trees
that may be very old or historically significant, and about
special drainage problems that they were not aware of.

When brush removal is planned the supervisor talks to
each property owner ahead of time, marks trees and brush
for removal and carefully identifies right-of-way lines.

“We’ll make every effort to save significant trees, and if
we can’t we may offer to plant wildflowers on the right-of-
way or even to plant new trees off the right-of-way if the
landowner will maintain them,” says Peterson. The Portage
County policy also specifies no herbicide use and no
clearcutting. Each roadside segment is considered
individually. “It is time-consuming for the supervisors,”
says Peterson. So is the alternative.

Videotapes of Maintaining and Controlling Roadside Vegetation
(120 min. #17917) are available on loan. Call or fax the T.I.C. for
copies of the program handouts (or use the form on page 7).
Tlusty recommends a book: Views from the Road (see Resources).
For more information on Portage County’s brush & tree removal
policy, contact Dale Peterson, State Patrol Superintendent,
715/345-5230.
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when the trees were cut.
The main feature of the policy is “lots of advance

notice,” says Dale Peterson, Portage County State Patrol
Superintendent. Every property owner now gets a letter
when a rehabilitation project is in the idea stage. The town
chairman is notified. There are ads in the newspapers and a
public hearing. If there are objections to the project that
can’t be resolved, the county highway committee makes the
final decision on the project.
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Roadside maintenance—cutting can become a “hot” issue

Continued on page 7

Safe roads for motorists
A significant number of crashes in Wisconsin involve a
single vehicle leaving the road and hitting a fixed
object. Having a “clear zone” in the roadside is a
recommended way to improve safety. Clear zones for
state highways may be 20 to 30 feet wide. The size for
other roads depends on traffic speed and volume and
the topography of the roadside. Trees larger than four
inches in diameter and other obstacles should not be in
the clear zone, but removing them may be controversial
or unreasonably expensive.

Address the difficulty by individualizing your
approach. “Start by identifying high hazard areas. Look
for narrow pavements with hills, curves, and rows of

Sometimes safety and scenic beauty conflict on roadsides.
Experts say you can manage for both.

Trimming back trees can improve
safety. Clusters of trees and varied
vegetation types are more appealing
than straight rows (left). You may
want to cut back heavy forests, but
clear cutting is ugly. Brush left along
the roadside is also unsafe (right).


