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REPORT OF THE 2017 STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

We’re On The Road To
Recovery – For Our Roads
That was part of the message that Road Commission
for Oakland County (RCOC) Managing Director Dennis
Kolar and Deputy Managing Director/County Highway
Engineer Gary Piotrowicz brought to the communities of
Oakland County during the recently completed round of
RCOC Strategic Planning meetings. The Strategic Planning process involves Kolar and Piotrowicz meeting with
the leaders of virtually every community in Oakland County
on a biennial basis. The most recent meetings took place
in the first half of 2017.
The Strategic Planning meetings provide an opportunity
for Kolar and Piotrowicz to update the community leaders
about what is new at the Road Commission and to receive
input from the communities.

At Long Last, New Funding
After a 20-year wait, in 2017 Michigan finally got a
bump in road funding when the gas and diesel taxes
and vehicle-registration fee were raised January 1. RCOC
is determined to make the best use of this long-awaited
new funding.
During the Strategic Planning meetings, Kolar and
Piotrowicz explained that, with the additional revenue,
RCOC is introducing some innovative new approaches
to road repair and maintenance and bringing back some
tactics it hasn’t been able to employ in recent years.
These new or restored tactics, as well as a general
increase in road work, mean the county, for the first time
in decades, is finally on the path to improved roads.
However, Michigan’s extended road-funding crisis took a
significant toll on the state’s roads, and restoring them will
not happen overnight. It will take years to bring the system
back to good shape – but at least the new funding will stop
the long decline.

New or Restored Road
Improvement Tactics
For years, RCOC has been in funding-crisis mode –
programs were cut or reduced, staff was slashed by 35
percent and equipment replacement was deferred. Finally,
for the first time in many years, the agency is introducing

new approaches to road maintenance, expanding road
repair programs, restoring road-preservation tactics
and replacing equipment. Below are some of the new
or restored programs, tactics or types of equipment that
RCOC brought online in 2017.

Preservation Overlays
This technique inexpensively provides a smooth
new surface while helping to extend the life of roads
that are in moderate condition. It involves some milling
of pavement (grinding off the top layer) and then
applying one-and-a-half to two inches of new asphalt
to the road. This program was first introduced in 1997
and discontinued in 2005 due to the funding crisis.
It was re-introduced in 2017.

Chip Seal and Microsurfacing
These techniques, which are best used on low-tomoderate-volume roads, involve sealing the road with
a thin layer of liquid asphalt mixed with fine gravel,
which prevents moisture from damaging the road
base, and provide a very thin new surface. They are
inexpensive ways of maintaining the integrity of a road
surface while helping to extend the life of the road.

High-Friction Treatment
This process involves applying an adhesive to the
surface of curves or other areas where there has been
a problem with vehicles sliding off the pavement. Fine
gravel, or grit, is then placed on the adhesive to provide
a high-friction surface.

Spot Resurfacing
An almost surgical approach to road maintenance,
this technique targets only the worst sections of asphalt
roads (several hundred to several thousand linear feet
of pavement). It involves milling those small sections of
bad road and resurfacing just those sections.

Texas Two-Step
This is a combination of chip sealing and overlaying,
in which the road is first treated with liquid asphalt sealant and then paved with one-and-a-half to two inches
of asphalt. The technique was originated in Texas, but
is relatively new in Michigan.

Rapid-Response Teams
This is a new approach to winter maintenance which
includes RCOC Highway Maintenance Department
supervisors being provided with heavy-duty pickup
trucks equipped with snowplows and salt spreaders.
This allows them to quickly respond to sudden squalls
or isolated/unforeseen icy patches 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, without having to first go to the
garage and prep a large snowplow.

Innovation

Despite funding challenges in recent years, RCOC
has not rested on its laurels. In fact, it has remained
a leader in innovative practices, and many of these
practices have allowed the agency to accomplish
more with less funding. Here are some examples of
those innovative practices that Kolar and Piotrowicz
and the RCOC team pointed out during the Strategic
Planning meetings.

Swap Loaders
This is a new type of large dump truck that RCOC
has purchased. It is unique because it can quickly
and easily swap the type of tool on the back of the
truck. For example, the trucks can switch between
a dump-truck function to a brine-tanker function or
a salt-spreader function in a matter of minutes. In the
past this process took hours.

Increased Use of GIS
(mapping outfalls/discharge points)
Over the last couple of years, RCOC has used
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to map all
of the stormwater “outfalls” on the agency’s road
system. An outfall is a point where stormwater from
the road drains into a waterway of any type. These
outfall points had never been mapped before, and this
was a monumental undertaking. RCOC accomplished
this task in a very efficient, cost-effective manner by
using interns and readily available computer apps,
as opposed to consultants and custom software.

Invasive Species Efforts
RCOC has helped to organize a consortium in
the county, made up of RCOC and a number of
communities and environmental groups, that is
aggressively eradicating invasive species such as
phragmites. Species like phragmites disrupt the
drainage along RCOC roads, block motorist sight
distance and crowd out native species, among other
things. The consortium was able to attain a $244,000
state grant for the effort that was matched with local
funds, making nearly $450,000 available for the
eradication efforts in 2016-2017.

Using Social Media To
Communicate With Customers
Studies by the Pew Research Center and others
confirm that more people get their news from social
media today than from traditional news sources. At
the same time, readership of traditional newspapers
and viewership of traditional broadcast news are
both dropping while the number of people using
social media platforms such as Facebook is rapidly
rising. That means if RCOC wants to communicate
with the public it serves, it has to go where the
public is. From an information standpoint, that clearly
means social media. With that in mind, RCOC has
aggressively pursued social media through Facebook
and Twitter, establishing large, active and growing
followings on both platforms.

Agencywide Use of Interns
As noted in the above description of the
increased use of GIS, RCOC has found interns
to be a cost-effective way to expand the agency’s
capabilities. The interns often bring a robust
knowledge of technology and a contagious
enthusiasm. Through their efforts, RCOC has made
positive strides in the areas of social media, human
resources, road maintenance and a number of other
areas in addition to GIS. They have also proven, in
some cases, to be ideal candidates for full-time
positions at the agency, having already proven
themselves through their internships.

Purchasing Federal Road Funding
At A Discount
A change to state law in 2016 created the
opportunity for road agencies in Michigan to trade
some of their state road funding for federal road
funding from other road agencies. RCOC was one
of the first agencies to take advantage of this
opportunity and made four federal funding trades
from other agencies in 2017.
For smaller road agencies, using federal road
funding can be a bit daunting due to all the red tape
that comes with the funding. However, RCOC regularly
receives federal funds and is used to the process of
using those funds.
In this case, RCOC offered the other agencies
(rural Michigan road commissions) 75 percent of the
value of the federal funds. This allowed the rural road
agencies to receive state funds that they could more
easily use, while allowing RCOC to receive 25 percent
more funding. RCOC received $2 million in federal aid
from other agencies in 2017 and hopes to purchase
more in the future.

Another New Development:
Traffic Cameras

It used to be if there was an issue with a traffic
signal, RCOC signal engineers often would have
to drive to the signal location to see the problem in
action to be able to diagnose and fix it. These
days, technology has rendered many of those trips
unnecessary.
That’s because RCOC has added wireless closedcircuit video cameras at 60 of its major intersections.
The cameras allow RCOC staff to view the signals and
intersections live from the RCOC Traffic Operations
Center (TOC). From the TOC, they can pan and tilt the
cameras in virtually any direction, as well as zoom in, to
monitor the signal, traffic flow, traffic backups, etc.
The 60 cameras were installed in 2016 and 2017
at a cost of about $480,000. They were paid for with
a federal Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality
improvement (CMAQ) grant.

New cellular technology is used to link the cameras
with the TOC. The cellular technology also provides a
better communications backbone for RCOC’s FASTTRAC “smart” traffic signals themselves. Here’s how it
works: The cameras and signal data are connected to
cellular modems, and the video images and signal data
are transferred to the TOC over a cellular network.
RCOC’s FAST-TRAC traffic signals monitor traffic
flow at intersections. This enables them to adjust signal
timing in real time to best meet actual traffic demand
(as opposed
to traditional
“fixed-time”
signals which
operate on a set
timing pattern
regardless of
traffic flow or
volumes).
The real-time
data from all 700-plus FAST-TRAC signals is fed to the
TOC, where RCOC staff can monitor the signals.
Traditionally, FAST-TRAC signal data was transferred
to the TOC via telephone lines. Most now utilize the
cellular network.
The wireless system is saving RCOC money
and time. The cellular communications service is 25
percent less expensive than traditional phone lines.
Additionally, the cost of setting up communications with
a FAST-TRAC signal is dramatically less than it used to
be, and the set-up occurs much more quickly. It used
to take months to get the phone company to install the
phone lines for the signals – it would take a phone
company crew, an RCOC signal crew and a traffic
engineer on site. Now one person can install the
cellular modem in a couple of hours.
Besides providing signal data and high-resoltion
video feeds from the video cameras, the cellular
connection is also highly secure. Additionally, the
video capability is not just beneficial for the signal
engineers. Road construction engineers will soon
be able to view the cameras as well, allowing them
to see road projects remotely.

Also, the plan is to provide the
video feeds to municipalities and
law enforcement agencies in the
future. While no video is recorded by RCOC, law enforcement
agencies would be able to view
intersections in real time through
the feed.

New Road
Funding – What
To Realistically
Expect
There is both good news and
bad news for roads in Michigan
and Oakland County this year.
The good news is that, for the
first time in 20 years, Michigan’s
road funding increased in 2017,
thanks to the state Legislature’s
2015 road-funding package. The
bad news is twofold: The funding
increase was less than many
road professionals argued was
needed, and half of the package
has yet to be delivered and could
be diverted for other uses.

The Road-Funding
Package
The road-funding package
enacted by the Legislature and
signed into law by Governor Rick
Snyder in late 2015 promised
$1.2 billion in new road funding
annually by 2021. Half of the
package kicked in as of Jan.
1, 2017. The second half is to
be phased in over three years
beginning in 2019.
Several objective studies in
recent years have asserted that
at least $3 billion was needed to

maintain Michigan’s roads in good condition. However,
the Legislature was unable to muster the political will to
raise more than the $1.2 billion package.
The first half of the funding package included:
• A 7.3-cent increase in the state-collected gas tax,
raising the gas-tax rate from 19 cents per gallon to
26.3 cents per gallon.
• An 11.3-cent increase in the diesel tax, raising
the rate from 15 cents per gallon to 26.3 cents
per gallon.
• A 20 percent increase in the vehicle-registration fee.
• New surcharges for hybrid vehicles (an additional
$47 per year) and for electric vehicles ($135 per
year). These charges are intended to help make
up for the fact that these vehicles use little or no
fuel, and therefore, pay little or no fuel taxes
toward the maintenance of the roads.
These actions, collectively, are expected to raise $600
million per year statewide for roads.
The second half of the package calls for transferring
$600 million from the state’s General Fund to roads
each year. The transfer is to begin at $150 million
in 2019, grow to $325 million in 2020 and reach
$600 million in 2021 and remain at that level in
subsequent years.
The package also calls for road funding to
increase at the rate of inflation or 5 percent, whichever
is less, beginning in 2022. This will help ensure that
road funding does not again lose its buying power, as
it did following the 1997 gas tax increase.

A Concern With The Second
Half of The New Funding
The concern among many observers is the second
half of the funding – the portion from the General Fund
– is not guaranteed. If state revenues come in less than
expected or legislative priorities change, there’s a very
real chance the Legislature could divert some – or even
all – of the General Fund revenues to another purpose.
Adding to this uncertainty is the fact that many of the
legislators that will be in place when the Legislature
must act to allocate the General Fund dollars to roads,
will not have been there when the road-funding
package was approved in 2015.

What The Funding Means
Currently, 42 percent of RCOC roads are in poor
condition, 35 percent are in fair condition and 23
percent are in good condition. With the influx of RCOC’s
share of the first $600 million in new road funding,
RCOC forecasts that by 2021 the percentage of roads in
good condition will grow to 39 percent, while the
percentage in fair condition will drop to 24 percent and
the percentage in poor condition will drop to 37 percent.
If, however, the Legislature comes through with the
full amount of funding (including the $600 million from
the General Fund), RCOC will be able to invest much
more in its roads. Consequently, RCOC projects that,
with the full amount of new funding, by 2021, 45 percent
of RCOC roads will be in good condition, 22 percent in
fair and 33 percent in poor. With this amount of funding,
RCOC predicts that the condition of the roads will
continue to improve each year after 2021.

2017 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? It’s all there in the detailed
summary of the 2017 RCOC Strategic Planning
meetings with top officials of virtually every community
in the county. Both this publication and the detailed
report are available via CD or on the RCOC Website
at rcocweb.org (click on the “About Us” tab at the top
of the homepage, then select “Publications” from the
drop-down menu and then choose “2017 Strategic
Planning Report” from the list of publications).

The full 2017 RCOC Strategic Planning Report
is available at the RCOC Website, rcocweb.org
(click on the “About Us” tab at the top of the homepage,
then select “Publications” from the drop-down menu
and then choose “2017 Strategic Planning Report”
from the list of publications).

ROAD COMMISSION FOR OAKLAND COUNTY
31001 LAHSER ROAD • BEVERLY HILLS, MI 48025
877-858-4804 • rcocweb.org • dcsmail@rcoc.org
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Connect with us:

Eric S.
Wilson
Chairman

“Quality Life Through Good Roads - We Care”

@oaklandroads

Gregory C.
Jamian
Vice Chairman

Ronald J.
Fowkes
Commissioner

Dennis Kolar, PE - Managing Director
Gary Piotrowicz, PE, PTOE
Deputy Managing Director/County
Highway Engineer

