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ROADSIDE MAINT:ENANCE 

By John Lo Wright 
Roads:ide De1re1opment En.gineer 

Oonne:.•ti c.ut Slat.a Highway Department 

At the .f:i.:r.st sess:ion of this meeting Mr. ,Jorgense.n mentioned t he deep con
cern with whlch the steadily inc.reasin3 maintenance coats are viewed b:y t hose :re
sponsible. for t he administration of the highway program. Each day this concern 
deepens o We a-r.e .faced with t he necessity of expending enormous sums to construct 
and bring up to date our national mill tary highway system.. In addition, there i s 

8 vast rulrrib e:r of highways not :i.ncluded ln the st:ra tegic network~ but nevertheless 
!IDSt vital to our pU:bl .ic we.Hare , which Irll.lst be kept :in s.e:rviceo Comparatively 
fev1 of these roads are of modern construc~ion. In all probability, no f unds will 
remain for t he reconstruct ion of the extensive mileage o f obsolete highways in this 
ca.tegoryo .And onl,y subS'ta.ntia11y .reduced amounts of money will be available to 
maintain themo 

Obvious.ly this s.ituati.on places an increased burden on t he maintenance en
gineer. I.f he is to be succes.sful in this extremely difficult task, he must have 
the advice and full cooperation of every member of the highway f amily. Certainly 
it presents t o the landscape engi.neer an opportunity t o be of i n valuable service. 

The. .Landscape Engineer and Roads.ide Matntena.nce 

With only limited privilege t o share in initial highway planning, the land
s.cape engineer haa dernonst.rated conclusively that s ubstantial savings in maintenance 
expenditures result f:r.·om the application of sound landscape principles to the de
sign f or the origi nal grading. The elimination o.f slope erosion on the present-day 
highway is a pr oduct of his share in the initial designo His i nfl uence is apparent 
in the wel.1--g:raded roadsides on which power mowing equipment can operate with ease 
.and dispatch . These are but two o.f a number of examples which could be ci ted to 
substantiate the ad1rantages of a.llowing the landscape engineer t o get in on the pre
liminary staees of planning and design. At this time his services in t his init ial 
work are needed mo:r.e than ever before and t o a much greater ·extento 

It might be well to e:xamine a number of the major roadsi de maintenance ac
t ivities to evaluate their present efficiency and make recommendations f or whatever 
:research may appear necessary to i mprove t heir t echniques o 

Erosion control . has won for the landscape engineer recognition and respect 
of highway engineers., The g.r-eater share of this work has been done on new cons truc
tion. However, ma,i.ntenance forces have undertak en a considerable amount on t he old-
8l' highways to correct slope failures--a s ource of constant expenditure by the main
tenance engineer~ It is l ogical to expect that this practice will be em.ployed f rom 
now on t o a Jlil.lch greater ext ent. 



Need to Continue Resea:rch in Roadside Methods 

The present erorrion control methods are the result of twenty or more yea-rs 
of effort on the pa:r t~ of the landscape engineero During t his t ime h e ha s endea11or-_ 
ed to improve the techniques through r esearch and practical applicatioMo Admit
tedly, his efforts ha.ve been successf.'ul--howevcr, not to t he degr•ee t hat fu:rthe.r 
r esearch s hould be discontinu.edo Actually ther e vs a .long wa:y t o go~ and it would 
be sheer folly to drop research in t his f i eldo Rather, at this time , the landscape 
enginee:r. should double his ef.forts to de,ri.se even more eff:icient and e conomical 
procedures.o 

The modern highway w.ith its f lat slopes and gently gra.ded roadsides has -re
sulted in considerable use of turf a,s a. ground cover . The landscape engineer has 
gone far toward per.fecting t urf es tablishment methods . Through careful seloction 
of seed mixtures, proper fertilizers and soil amendments, excellent turf has re
sulted. In addi..tion~ notable progress has been made i n ·the development of equip... 
ment for turfine; operations,. Continued research in t hese :items i s of paramount im
portance. 

Apparent.ly seeding .rates have not been given too carefu.l study. From the 
:results of t he few t ests that have been made, it appears that most rates currently 
used are excess i'Vco Certai nly thorough research in this fi eld should produce great
er economy. 

Savings i n Turf Maintenance Possible 

Aside £rom the advantages of added safety , recreational use, and appearance 
wh:i.ch have a ccrued f:r-om this· increa.se d use of turf, the control of erosi.on is, of 
course, its most :iJnportant function. Although no authentic figures are at hand to 
substantiate the amount of savings in the cost of maintenance, it is sai'e to say 
that if no erosion control were pra cticed , the expense of cleaning u.p the mat erial 
which would erode from the slopes and roadsides into the drainage ditches and onto 
the roadway would be far in excess of the cost now i ncurr ed in maintaining the ad
di tiona1 acreage of grass . 

Naturally this greater acreage of turf on our hir;hwa.ys has necessitated mot'e 
extensive mowing and other turf rnaintonanceo Considerable progr'ens has b een made 
in the devcl opmcmt of mowing equipment. Tho modern tractor- drawn, lllll.ltiple-unit 
mowers a:r-e capable of t raversing the smoothly graded Brass areas with surprising 
speedo Specially constructed sprayers can fertilize these same areas even more 
speedi:ly than they can be mowedo But there i,s sti.11 a great deal to be accompli.sh
ed.. The landscape engineer should continue to direct his eff arts toward even g:r.eat
er economies ln t hese impor tant activitieso 

Substantial savings ca.n be made :in ma.:Lntenance by reducing the amount of 
permanent t11rf acrcageo At the time t he r oad is built, in general, r aw areas re
sulting from the const:r·uction operations are established i n graso fo:r i mrnediate er0-
sion controlo In most sec tions of the country grass has been favored as a ground 
cover b ecause i t can b e establ:ished :readily a nd at a comparatively l ow costo 
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T:t. has become a gener a] p.ractice to keep these a,1:'ea.s permanently in turf o 
rt is a common sJght to see miles of roadsides comprised of Wide flat areas, high 
ba.c:k slopes and embankmenLs all carefully maintained in ttt-rf rega-rdless of the sur
rounding courit:..r-y through which the highway passeso It would seem that in many 
t•ura.l a,reas 9 parlic-ularly adjoining woodlands and pastures, mowing operations could 
be di.scont.i.aued o.o the mB.jor portions of the right-of- wayo True, it is essentia'l. 
~o mow back for a reasonable distance from the roadway. Sight lines ITD.i.st be kept 
u..riimpeded., the hazard of fire reduced to a mini.mum, and the drainage ditches kept 
free of growth and othe:r obstructions o For the most part this can be accomplished 
speedily with power equipmento 1f t.he remainder of the ri.ght-of-way is le.rt unmow
ed, very quickly volunteer native vegetation will take oYero Aside from occasional 
selecti ire thinning to remove tl1e undesirable weed growth and improve the composi
tion of Lhat, which is left~ .no further maintenance should be requi.r:-ed . Besides 
,,ost.i.ng less to ma.intatn, such roadsides assume a natur al beauty wh:lch cannot b e 
su.rpassedo 

Oau~ion Needed in Chemical Weed Control -.----· -
Considerable progress has been made during the past few years in the develop

ment of herbicides and plant inhibitorso Naturally, the landscape engineer is par
ticularly inter ested in themo Howeve.r, he should be warned against haste in their 
too extensive useo Much research is needed before they are perfectedo Eventually 
they should prove to oe 1raluable aids in the maintenance of the roadsideso 

Care M Plant,ing t,o Lessen Int erference With Mowi.!:!fi 

Roadside plantings, aside from the aesthetic effect they produce, usually 
have a functional v·alueo ln the median st.rips on divided highways they may effec
tively blot out the headlight, glare of opposing traffico They are often placed so 
as to denote the approach to lntersectionso They may be located to screen unsight
ly obje~~-s from the highway or deaden the sound of heavy traffic in residential 
areas. Where these plantings are installed in gr-ass , naturally the cost of turf 
maintenance is increased. There is certainly room for further research in the ar
-rangement and location of these plantings to develop standards which will combine 
thelr functional use with good landscape design and at the same time interfere less 
with mowing operationso 

Design Turnouts for F.asy Maintenance 

Earlier in this paper , mention was made of the inc-reased recreational use 
of the 1·oadsides which has .resulted from the design of the modern highwayo Turn
outs, picnic areas, and brio.le trails have been installed extensively on many of 
the highways . Admittedly, these have added to the cost of maintenance. However, 
the pleasur.•e and conveniences they af ford the public far out-weigh this increasen 
Even so, the .landscape engineer should endeavor to improve the designs of these 
facilities with the thought in mind of lowering the expense of their upkeep as well 
as that of their installationo 
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Research Needed in Shade- Tree Maintenance 

The shade trees which line so many of the !1ighways deserve a full measu.'l:' 
o.f attention so that they may continue to furnish welcome shade to the motorists e 
and attractiveness to the roadsides o Far too little res earch in the proper care 
of these trees has been carried on., It i s t.ime that serious thought be given to 
tablish reasonable, satisfactory maintenance standards which will insure their ce 
tin.ued health and beauty at minimum expense. 

0 

Sound Field Tes ts Needed 

The landscape onginec,r may well be proud of his contributions to economi
cal roadside mnintenancea He should realize, however, that much remains to be ae
complished., Sound practical experimentation and not neces sarily elaborate rosear.ch 
will prove invaluable--pc1.rticularly so if ho will share his findings with his as,so~ 
ciates through the medium of our Committees. 




