MaineDOT - Practical Design 


MaineDOT has introduced the concept of Highway Corridor Priorities to highlight the hierarchy of road needs. Those highway corridor design needs must be further refined within the context setting of the specific location. It is clear that one size does not fit all. When properly evaluated, an acceptable range of solutions will be available. This is the backdrop of MaineDOT’s Practical Design philosophy.

With the advent of Corridor Prioritization, identifying the relative roadway importance from a regional/statewide perspective, there is a parallel need to develop the Department’s approach to addressing specific needs along any particular corridor.  A change in overall philosophy is needed allowing the Department to focus on the most cost effective way to spend its money whatever that amount may be.
The Practical Design philosophy is one that has been successfully implemented in Missouri.  The fundamental basis for this model is to structure a project on its purposes and need – getting the best value for the least cost.  By considering the surroundings of each project, sensitivity is encouraged.  Be it the interstate or a low volume local road, the surrounding context helps determine the design criteria.  There are several tenets that need to be adhered to in order to succeed.  

1. Safety:  Every project that is completed with the Practical Design philosophy must get safer.  

2. Quality:  The purpose and need must be achieved and the burden should not be shifted to Maintenance.  

3. Communication:   Communication must be frequent and open.  Collaboration is required to reach the solution.  
Practical Design places an emphasis on the available flexibility that exists within the standards and even takes this approach a step further by de-emphasizing the standards and focusing on good engineering judgment.  Project decisions such as lane and shoulder widths, clear zone offsets, horizontal and vertical alignment and cross-slopes are driven by the given context of the particular roadway or bridge and the true purpose and need of the project.  The Departments design guides, Engineering Instructions and Design Guidance are resources for the designers to shape some of these decisions.  These publications are not meant to be a strict set of standards but rather tools to create a level consistency with our designs and corridors.  Deviations from these resources are encouraged and expected.  When a decision is made to deviate from the design resources is made based on sound engineering judgment, MaineDOT has a formal Design Exception process that utilizes our Engineering Council or delegated authority for approval. 

For example, if a bridge over a stream can no longer convey traffic safely, the purpose and need is to provide for that crossing.  In the past, however, design standards would dictate that the new structure be wider, higher, and longer than the existing.  There was also a tendency to upgrade other highway aspects in the general vicinity just because we were there.

Practical Design points out that, in many cases, that existing bridge had functioned fine for decades.  As such, investing in additional structure, incurring additional impacts, and inflating the cost is not prudent when the only deficiency is the poor structural condition.  This philosophy allows for good solutions over a broader range of the system rather than ideal solutions for isolated sections. 
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