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Overview

The increasing challenges are a result of the long-term
funding crisis, which has meant the Road Commission has
not been able to keep up with the deterioration of the road
system, has experienced challenges in maintaining fleet
readiness during winter maintenance activities and has
had to eliminate or reduce a number of preventive
maintenance activities on the road system. The evolving
priorities relate to the fact that for most communities in
Oakland County, the highest road-related priority today
is to restore the road surfaces to good condition. In the
past, many communities listed addressing congestion as
their highest priority. This shift in priorities has also been
reflected in the way RCOC spends its money and selects
road projects.
RCOC is continuing to do everything possible to improve
efficiency and reduce costs, so that it can maximize its
efforts to address road-surface conditions while also
continuing to provide critical services despite woefully
inadequate funding.
The Strategic Planning process involves the agency’s
leaders meeting with the leaders of virtually every
community in Oakland County. The latest round of
meetings took place in the first half of 2015.
The process, which RCOC has undertaken every two
years since 1985, allows the Road Commission to share
information and gain input from community leaders. It also
allows RCOC and its partners to maintain a dialogue
about the county’s roads, economic development in the
communities and significant new or ongoing initiatives by
RCOC or the communities.
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Specific details of the meetings with each community
are included in the CD attached to the back page of
this report, while the report focuses on the broader
messages shared by the Road Commission.
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Despite the failure in May of Proposal 1 – Michigan’s ill-fated road-funding ballot initiative, public polls have been
pretty clear: Michigan’s residents recognize that the state
is not adequately investing in its roads, and something
must be done. That sentiment was repeated frequently
during the recent Road Commission for Oakland County
(RCOC) Strategic Planning process. During that process,
RCOC leaders explained that the agency faces increasing
challenges as a result of the inadequate funding, and this
has led to evolving priorities.
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During the recent round of meetings, RCOC reviewed
the causes and effects of the ongoing road-funding
crisis while also explaining some of the methods the
agency has employed to ensure the most efficient use
of existing funds while enhancing safety for motorists
in Oakland County.

1964. In other words, roads have been a much lower
priority for Michigan than for most other states – and it
shows. Ultimately, you get what you pay for.
What that has meant in real dollars is that statewide
road funding in Michigan actually declined by 5.4
percent between 2004 and 2014. During that same
10 years, however, all the costs associated with
building and maintaining roads increased – many by
triple digits. For some examples, see the table below.

The Funding Situation
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As this chart shows, current taxes on fuel in Michigan include the
gas or diesel tax plus Michigan’s 6 percent sales tax. None of the
sales tax revenue goes to roads.

Proposal 1 faced overwhelming opposition at the ballot
box, but numerous polls confirm that Michigan voters
still want the roads fixed. Both statewide and RCOC
data confirm that the roads are continuing to get worse,
and that this trend will continue and accelerate without
additional road funding.
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To that end, RCOC leaders are continuing to work with
legislators in Lansing to find a viable, long-term solution
to Michigan’s road-funding crisis.
At the Strategic Planning meetings, RCOC Managing
Director Dennis Kolar pointed out that today, 44 percent of RCOC roads are in poor condition. He added
that through computer modeling, RCOC can predict
that by 2020, at current funding levels, 66 percent of its
roads – nearly two thirds – will be in poor condition.
Alternatively, if Michigan were to increase its road
funding by $1.2 billion per year – the number generally
agreed upon as the minimum amount needed to restore the majority of Michigan’s roads to good condition
– RCOC predicts it could have close to 65 percent of
its roads in good condition by 2020. This is almost the
mirror opposite of what is expected to happen at
current funding levels.
Why is Michigan in this situation? Because it simply
has not invested in its roads as other states have.
U.S. Census Bureau data reveals that Michigan has
been among the bottom nine states in the nation in per
capita state and local spending on roads since at least

The impact on RCOC of this decline in funding has
been widespread. Staff has been reduced 35 percent
since 2007. The RCOC fleet has aged dramatically, as
the agency has been unable to replace equipment as
needed, creating a $25 million “equipment deficit” (the
cost to purchase equipment that needs to be replaced
today). The funding decline has also resulted in the
reduction of nearly all services provided by RCOC,
including pothole patching, ditching, solving drainage
problems, gravel road maintenance, traffic–signal
repairs, guardrail installation, etc.
However, RCOC has also been very successful at
improving efficiency, cutting costs, enacting industry
best practices and finding other ways to cut costs and
stretch dollars. Some of the ways those goals have
been achieved are described in this report.
But, the recent Strategic Planning meetings also
served to highlight the fact that the needs on RCOC
roads continues to grow. During each round of the

meetings, RCOC asks the communities to identify
the needs they see on county roads within their
community.
During the 2015 meetings, local officials identified
almost $2.9 billion in repairs or improvements to
county roads that are either needed today or will be
needed within the next 10 years. The total needs
on county roads have increased by about $500
million since the last Strategic Planning process was
conducted in 2013. The needs will increase further
if no significant investment is made immediately to
improve the conditions of the road network.

2014 RCOC Pavement Conditions

2020 With No New $

2020 With
$1.2 Billion New $

Road-surface improvement needs identified during
the 2015 Strategic Planning process amount to almost
$1.2 billion on paved federal-aid-eligible roads. This
need is almost three times greater than it was in 2013.
It is expected to rise further in the coming years unless
a major investment occurs to improve the conditions of
the road network.
As the Legislature moves forward in the effort to
identify adequate road funding, Managing Director
Kolar has identified three criteria that any new funding source should meet. First, it must be sustainable,
so that road agencies are ensured a reliable funding
source for the long term – not a short-term bump that
will go away in a year or two or three. It is only with
a long-term, sustainable funding source that road
agencies can make the long-term plans that are
needed to restore the roads and keep them in
good condition.

For the first time since the Strategic Planning process
began in 1985, road surface improvement needs
identified by the communities exceeded the capacity
improvement needs they identified, highlighting the
recent extreme deterioration of the road network.
In fact, the amount of capacity improvement needs
identified by the communities remained essentially
unchanged since the last round of Strategic Planning
meetings in 2013.
This lack of growth in the category of capacity-improvement needs can be attributed to the relatively
slow economic recovery, recently completed capacity
improvement projects and moderate growth of the total
vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in the county. Thus, local
officials are realistically cautious about large-scale
transportation projects.
While community officials identified many needs on
RCOC roads, from drainage issues to grass mowing to gravel-road maintenance and more, the most
urgent need identified was in the realm of maintaining
and improving the surface conditions of the existing
road network. Data provided through the Pavement
Surface Evaluation and Rating (PASER) system (the
pavement-evaluation system used by road agencies
across Michigan) paints a troubling picture about the
approximately 830 miles of paved, federal-aid-eligible
roads in the county. The data shows that less than 9
percent is in the best condition requiring only routine
maintenance such as crack sealing. About 22 percent

of the road network requires simple resurfacing
(also known as “preservation overlay”), 55 percent
needs heavy resurfacing and 14 percent needs to be
completely reconstructed.

Secondly, the funding stream must be protected.
That means it must be dedicated to roads and not
susceptible to being diverted by the Legislature for
other uses. If it is not protected and dedicated to roads
as the current state funding is, there is the very real
threat that the Legislature may shift those dollars to
another purpose when political pressures shift.

One of the ways RCOC is working to improve the condition of its roads is through
milling and resurfacing projects. These projects involve “milling” off the top of the
existing road (shown above) and then applying a new layer of asphalt.

Best Practices

Because it has faced a funding crisis for many years,
the Road Commission has become adept at doing
more with less. It has done so by continuously seeking
improvements to efficiency, striving to identify and
implement best practices and cutting costs to the
degree possible.
For example, RCOC has privatized numerous
activities, and continues to look for places where there
is a strong business case to privatize more activities.
Another best practice is applying asset management
techniques and philosophies to roads and bridges.

Asset Management

Asset management is the process of identifying the
most cost-effective ways to maintain the agency’s
roads and bridges in the best condition possible with
the resources available. During the Strategic Planning
meetings, Deputy Managing Director/County Highway
Engineer Gary Piotrowicz explained two of the
newest ways RCOC is implementing asset
management strategies.
The first new asset management technique is preventative maintenance activities on RCOC bridges.
After documenting a number of bridge issues in recent
years, Piotrowicz and the RCOC Engineering Department began to look at ways to extend bridge life, which
led to preventative maintenance techniques.

Finally, it must grow with inflation. One of the problems
with current road funding is that it is based on a fixed,
flat gas tax that does not rise with inflation. That means
the buying power of the dollars generated by that tax
are constantly being eaten away by inflation.

These techniques include installing a waterproof
membrane or a “healer/sealer” coating on the bridge
deck, both intended to prevent water from getting to
the superstructure. By investing about $150,000 per
structure in this and other preventative maintenance
techniques, the Road Commission hopes to extend
the life of the targeted bridges by at least 15 years.

In fact, had the gas tax rate been tied to inflation last
time the gas tax was raised in 1997, some experts
assert the revenue generated by the tax today would
be about $1 billion more per year than it is – and no
significant increase in funding would be needed.

These techniques can generally be completed in
about three weeks or less. Compare this to a bridge
replacement, which typically costs several million
dollars and can result in the closure of the road for
six months.

Another asset management initiative that RCOC is
trying is very thin resurfacing techniques. These include
“micro-surfacing,” chip sealing and fog/slurry sealing,
among others and involve sealing a paved road with a
very thin layer of various types of materials.
These techniques do not add structural integrity to
a road the way traditional resurfacing does, but do
seal cracks and prevent water from getting into the
road, which can be very destructive. For a relatively
modest cost, these techniques can help extend the life
of roads that are in moderately good condition. These
techniques typically are used only on roads with fairly
low traffic volumes.
RCOC will experiment with these techniques in the
near future on five or six miles of road. Locations are
currently being selected.

Environmental Initiatives

Another area where the Road Commission has long
been a leader at identifying and implementing best
practices is preserving and protecting the environment.
At the Strategic Planning meetings, RCOC Planning
and Environmental Concerns Director David Evancoe
explained that the latest environmental best practice
spearheaded by RCOC is a coordinated effort to
eradicate invasive species, including phragmites, in
Oakland County.
Phragmites is a type of large, aggressively growing
wetland grass that can reach 15 feet tall. It is threatening the ecological health of the state’s wetlands,
causing many drainage problems in ditches along
RCOC roads and creating sight-distance problems
along the roads.
While there have been small initiatives targeting the
plants conducted individually by several Oakland
County communities in the past, until recently there
was no coordinated effort. That changed in 2014 when
RCOC joined the county’s first Cooperative Invasive
Species Management Area (CISMA) – a group of communities and other governmental agencies working to

gether to combat phragmites and other invasive plants.
Currently, the Oakland County CISMA includes nine
township, two cities, four other governmental agencies
(Including RCOC) and two land conservancies. The
Road Commission provided initial funding for the
CISMA of $75,000, which was matched by $60,000
from the partner communities and another $14,000 in
in-kind contributions.
Thanks to this funding, nearly 113,000 linear feet
of Oakland County ditches will be sprayed for
phragmites this year, making this one of the largest
phragmites-eradication efforts in any county in the
state. The CISMA also will apply for a Michigan
Department of Natural Resources (MDNR) grant to
further expand the program next year.

New Equipment

Another area RCOC administration has focused on
recently is its equipment fleet. Despite the insufficiency
of RCOC’s revenues, the administration is aware that a
functioning fleet of road maintenance vehicles is critical
to being able to provide basic road services.
That’s why, over the last couple of years, the agency
has been fiscally responsible, enabling it to purchase
a total of 36 new dump trucks and nine new road graders as well as a few other pieces of critical equipment.
While this is not enough to bring the fleet readiness to
the level that the Road Commission
administration would like, it has allowed
the agency to make significant strides
toward those goals.
This is no small accomplishment given
that 12-yard dump trucks, equipped
as RCOC needs them and with all the
latest, required pollution-control devices,
now cost close to $250,000, while the
road graders cost nearly $300,000. That
means the purchase of the 36 new trucks
and nine graders represents an investment of about $11.7 million.

Phragmites are threatening the ecological health of
the state’s wetlands and causing drainage problems
in ditches along RCOC roads.

SAFETY:
RCOC is Leading The Way

While operating efficiently and ensuring priorities
evolve appropriately are critically important to the Road
Commission, one item is even more important: safety.
Since 1978, safety has been RCOC’s official No. 1
priority. That means that safety concerns guide
everything the Road Commission does.
Safety is a critical factor in selecting which road improvement projects RCOC undertakes, and it drives the
project design process. It also influences how roads are
maintained and underlies employee-performance rules.
As a result of nearly 40 years of focusing on safety,
today, Oakland County has among the safest roads in
the world for a community its size and population. In the
1960s, Oakland County had a traffic fatality rate higher
than the state and national rates. Today, Oakland
County’s traffic fatality rate is less than half either the
state or national rates.
In fact, if Oakland County still had a fatality rate above
the national rate, there would be more than 80 additional
deaths on our roads each year. The Road Commission
is very proud of the strides it has made to improve safety
on its roads.
But the Road Commission is not going to rest on its
laurels. It will continue to aggressively pursue safety
improvements at every opportunity.

2015 RCOC Strategic Planning
Report CD

Want to know what local officials are saying about
the roads in their communities or about the growth
potential they anticipate? The attached CD contains the
detailed summary of the 2015 RCOC Strategic
Planning meetings with top officials of virtually every
community in the county.
Both this publication and the detailed summary
contained on the attached CD, are also available on
the RCOC Website, www.rcocweb.org.
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