Problem Statement 5
Pursue RFID tagging content standards and details for adaptation by the FHWA and the AASHTO.
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PROBLEM TITLE

Markers for Underground Utilities

 

RESEARCH PROBLEM STATEMENT

A best practice of the Common Ground Alliance (Chapter 2.5) states: The presence and type of underground facilities are indicated by permanent above and below ground markers and material.  It goes on to say in a subsequent discussion that a combination of above ground and below ground markers is used to identify and locate underground utilities.  The need for identifying underground utilities is even more critical than in the past because utilities are being routinely buried much deeper using directional drilling and other trenchless technology methods.  Road decals, stencils, tracer tapes, electronic markers, and other systems are available to mark utilities in areas where traditional markers are considered impractical.  Research is currently underway in the United States and the United Kingdom to develop radio frequency identification methods and asset tagging, respectively.  The UK research involves something similar to putting a bar code onto pipes and cables that can be read by a scanner that sees through the ground.  The problem in the United States is that even though many methods are available to identify underground utilities, few if any are being used when underground utilities are installed.  This eventually will result in mass chaos on highway projects whenever any excavation is involved.  Processes available in the practice of Subsurface Utility Engineering are currently sufficient to identify underground utilities during the development of projects, but as utilities are placed deeper and deeper, additional methods will be needed.

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

The objectives of this research are to (a) identify and discuss available methods of identifying underground utilities, especially those made of or encased in non-detectable materials, (b) investigate the use of methods used for future identification of utilities on highway projects in the U.S. where utilities are being installed underground; and (c) recommend wording State DOTs might use in agreements and permits for underground utility installations on highway right-of-way.  .

 

ESTIMATE OF PROBLEM FUNDING AND RESEARCH PERIOD

Recommended Funding:  $100,000

Research Period:  12 months

 

URGENCY, PAYOFF POTENTIAL, AND IMPLEMENTATION

State DOT utilities’ managers at the AASHTO Right of Way and Utilities Subcommittee Conference in May 2008, agreed that there is a future need for underground utilities to be identified in some manner so as to be easily located from above ground when such is necessary for maintenance, emergency, or future project purposes.  A better understanding of best practices and available “tagging” methods in this regard will greatly enhance the ability to locate them in the future.  This information can be considered, discussed with upper management officials who traditionally oppose payments of any kind for utility relocations, and promising strategies can possibly be implemented on highway projects.  The use of any information in this regard will greatly enhance the ability of State DOTs and/or their SUE consultants to accurately and comprehensively identify all underground utilities prior to construction.
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