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tech transfer summary

An organized and efficient approach to utility management

in public rights of way can reduce costs and delays in the
construction of highway projects.

Goal

The primary goal of this research was to develop a comprehensive utility
management approach by compiling best practices to help control the
planning and installation of utilities within the public right of way
(ROW), document utility as-built plans and location information, and
manage this information for the benefit of future construction efforts.

Background

New utility infrastructure is often installed in public roadway rights
of way (ROWs) with minimal oversight and sometimes without
consideration of future utility or roadway needs.

The locations of permitted utility installations are often left to the
discretion of the utility installers, as long as the installations comply
with state or local utility accommodation policies. These locations are
rarely captured to a measurable geospatial accuracy. Moreover, when
new utilities replace existing infrastructure, the existing utilities are
seldom removed and become abandoned or out of service.

To further complicate this situation, permitting and documentation
requirements for utility installations vary considerably throughout

the United States. Within Iowa, ROW management for construction

and utility activities varies between cities, counties, and the Iowa
Department of Transportation (DOT). This variation has led to differing
methodologies and unorganized coordination within public agencies on
infrastructure projects containing utilities.

Utility lines marked
in the ROW
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Problem Statement

A broader approach is needed to control the planning
and installation of utilities within public ROW, require
documentation of utility as-built plans and location
information, and manage this information so that it can
be useful to future construction efforts. Without such
an approach, the accommodation of utility facilities will
continue to be disorganized, inefficient, and the cause
of increased costs and delays in the construction of
highway projects.

Research Description

A survey of various state and local agencies in lowa was
conducted to gather information on current policies and
practices for utility management in public rights-of-
way across the state. The survey examined several core
aspects of utility management:

e Utilities considered by agencies

e Standard accommodation policies

¢ Permitting requirements

¢ As-built documentation procedures

e Utility location data specifications

e Installation guidelines

e Utility corridor planning

¢ Removal and abandonment protocols

¢ Pavement restoration standards

A total of 53 responses were received from city, county,
and state agencies, providing a comprehensive overview
of existing policies, procedures, and experiences across
jurisdictions. Because respondents were not required to
complete all questions, some questions received fewer
than 53 responses.

Based on these responses and the results of a literature
review, the research team identified shortcomings and
gaps in current practices, recommended solutions to
address these issues, and compiled a comprehensive set
of best practices. The team also developed in-person
and online training courses and organized an in-
person training circuit to disseminate the results and
recommendations to a wide audience of stakeholders.

Key Findings

* 58.49% of respondents noted that their agency had a
standard utility accommodation policy for placements
in the ROW, while 41.51% did not. 63.46% assessed
their agencies’ policies as adequate/effective, while
36.54% felt they were inadequate or ineffective.

Only 13.33% of agencies incorporated the statewide
accommodation policy for primary roads, while the
majority (86.67%) did not align with the state policy.

The inconsistencies in alignment may be due to the
differences in the characteristics of state and local
transportation facilities. Although a local policy may
allow certain accommodations that the state policy
restricts, creating a tie or reference between the two
policies would clarify the need for the inconsistency or
the need to adhere to the more restrictive policy.

85.11% of agencies require permits or pre-registration
for the installation of utilities in public rights-of-way,
while 14.89% do not.

Only 34.78% of respondents reported charging
accommodation fees as part of the permitting process,
compared to 65.22% who do not charge accommodation
fees. The most common information required as part of
a utility permit included utility plans/sketches, precise
location data, and installation methods.

Only 23% of respondents require utility providers to
survey or record locations after project completion,
while a majority (76.92%) do not require this procedure.

Only 15.79% of respondents mandate the submission of
as-builts after installation, while a substantial majority
(84.21%) do not.

A mere 7.89% of respondents said that they typically
receive as-built documents from utility providers when
mandated, while a concerning 92.11% do not. Among
the few who receive as-builts, it was noted that it takes
one to two months on average after multiple requests
from the agencies to receive such documentation from
utility owners.

The overwhelming absence of as-built documentation
fosters uncertainty and risks concerning installed
utilities’ locations, depths, materials, and
specifications. The delays and repeated requests
needed to obtain any documentation further show
flaws in the process.

The 15 largest municipalities in Iowa use a variety

of permitting approaches and systems, indicating a
significant opportunity to improve consistency in
permitting across lowa. Consistency would allow
municipalities to improve the efficiency of their
interactions with one another and lower the burden on
utility companies seeking utility permits because these
companies would be able to count on more consistency
across lowa municipalities.



Recommendations and Conclusions

The following are key recommendations for improving
utility management practices in lowa:

¢ Statewide standardization: Implement consistent
policies and practices across all state and local
agencies, with the Towa DOT taking a leadership role in
developing uniform standards.

* Digital as-built documentation: Mandate statewide
digital as-built documentation standards, such as
geographic information system (GIS)-based utility
mapping, to improve location accuracy and facilitate
data sharing.

e Utility corridor management: Encourage the use of
designated utility corridors to consolidate infrastructure,
reduce congestion, and optimize ROW utilization.

 Improved congestion management: Develop
streamlined coordination protocols for crowded highway
utility zones to minimize delays and disruptions.

* Robust permitting and oversight: Strengthen
enforcement of permitting and installation guidelines
to ensure compliance and prevent improper utility
installations.

¢ Comprehensive restoration standards: Establish
rigorous procedures and warranty requirements
for utility work on state highways to maintain
infrastructure integrity and longevity.

* Regulation of abandoned utilities: Develop clear
policies and procedures for managing the removal or
abandonment of out-of-service utility infrastructure to
minimize clutter and maintain accurate records.

Creating utility as-built documentation

Regarding permitting requirements, the
recommendation from this research is that any utility
being installed in public ROW should require the
submission of a permit. This permit should be required
to discuss and detail the following:

e Traffic control plans

e Installation schedules
e Utility plans/sketches
e Method of installation
¢ Location details
 Restoration plans

e Insurance certificates
¢ Performance bonds

e Emergency contacts

e Contractor qualifications

Implementation Readiness and
Benefits

By adopting the integrated strategies outlined in the
recommendations, lowa can move toward a more
efficient, coordinated, and sustainable approach to utility
management, ultimately reducing project costs and
delays, enhancing safety, and protecting vital ROW space
for future infrastructure needs. Continued research into
utility as-built guidance, standardized accommodation
policies, and permitting requirements will further
support these efforts.

The key inferences from this study underscore the

need for the Iowa DOT to take a proactive approach in
addressing the identified challenges and deficiencies in
utility management practices across lowa. This approach
is already evident in the research put forward by the lowa
DOT, the host of policy and rule improvements being
implemented, and the outreach efforts that have been
initiated, such as the training provided by this project.

By focusing on policy integration, geospatial data
standards, congestion coordination, restoration
accountability, and proactive infrastructure planning,
the Iowa DOT can lead the way in promoting consistent,
efficient, and sustainable utility management practices
throughout the state.



