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Dispelling Highway Construction Myths
by Peter Kopac

Examining a few commonly believed half-truths may help materials, structural, and pavements 
engineers develop sound and effective quality assurance programs.

Sometimes when people hear or read an idea often enough, it becomes accepted as fact and 
ingrained as a self-evident truth. Invariably, these notions are passed on to others, and soon no one 
questions them any more. "Man was not meant to fly" was accepted as fact for centuries. But 
because a few people did not accept that belief, they developed an important means of 
transportation.

Part art and part science, the discipline of quality assurance for highway construction abounds with 
half-truths, myths, and misconceptions. These myths typically originate from well-meaning sources. 
Some myths serve a worthy function by simplifying the difficult to make it more understandable. 
However, on the negative side, myths:

• May be partly true, but not all of the time, so they can lead to an incomplete understanding of 
important concepts

• Encourage decision making as a seat-of-the-pants approach rather than one based on facts and 
data

• Leave a narrow, rigid impression that stifles creativity

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/construction/pubs/hif07012/03.cfm - Reprinted from Public Roads, May/June 2005.

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/construction/pubs/hif07012/03.cfm
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Baker Beach Green Street
Sea Cliff Avenue Area
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Sea Cliff Avenue Existing 
Conditions
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Material selection 
considerations:

• Testing new materials
• Testing new applications
• Testing new maintenance 

scenarios
• Constructability
• Minimizing protection 

requirements
• Minimizing neighborhood 

disturbance / Opening street to 
traffic earlier 

• Lowering project cost
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Sea Cliff Ave Sections
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Sea Cliff Ave Edge Treatments
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SFPUC Design 
Parameters
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SFPUC Design 
Parameters
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Precedent Research
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Precedent Research

Excerpts from presentation by:
Mark A. Palmer, P.E., LEED AP
City Engineer, City of Puyallup
Jun 17, 2015
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Precedent Research

Excerpts from presentation by:
Mark A. Palmer, P.E., LEED AP
City Engineer, City of Puyallup
Jun 17, 2015
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NO - Because porous 
asphalt isn’t City 

standard rigid 
pavement.

Outcome
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http://sfpublicworks.org/sites/default/files/Part2-StreetsAndHighways.pdf (the “Orange Book”)

A minimum pavement section of two (2) inches of asphalt concrete 
wearing surface over six (6) inches of concrete for residential streets or 
two (2) inches of asphalt concrete wearing surface over eight (8) inches of 
concrete for arterials. For streets with grade of over 15%, the pavement 
section shall be concrete. Any alternative pavement section shall be 
submitted to the City Engineer for review and approval.

http://sfpublicworks.org/services/street-dedication-and-acceptance

Rigid Pavement 
Standard

http://sfpublicworks.org/sites/default/files/Part2-StreetsAndHighways.pdf
http://sfpublicworks.org/services/street-dedication-and-acceptance


SEWER SYSTEM IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM 15

No basis of design, or design parameters exist to support 
the rigid pavement standard. Therefore, the City’s rigid 
pavement standard is a MYTH.

Myths:
• May be partly true, but not all of the time, so they can lead to an 

incomplete understanding of important concepts
• Encourage decision making as a seat-of-the-pants approach rather 

than one based on facts and data
• Leave a narrow, rigid impression that stifles creativity
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/construction/pubs/hif07012/03.cfm - Reprinted from Public Roads, May/June 2005.

Rigid Pavement Myth

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/construction/pubs/hif07012/03.cfm
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Examples of the Myth

http://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article
/Bay-Area-SF-sinkhole-historic-
photos-10928799.php#photo-
12352979
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Call to Action
Develop a permeable paving support group similar to the Green 
Infrastructure Leadership Exchange http://giexchange.org/

This group could help municipalities  facing barriers to permeable 
pavement acceptance and implementation by:

1. Providing industry, political, inter-agency and public support
2. Assisting with data collection and sharing
3. Creating access to case studies and precedent research 

documenting performance and lessons learned
4. Developing effective, collaborative, industry wide 

communications efforts
5. Normalizing and developing standards, guidance, policies and 

regulations
6. Helping to cultivate effective partnerships and champions at 

the local, regional and national level
7. Advancing the economic viability of permeable pavement 

implementation and maintenance
8. Increase access to high level education and training for public 

practitioners and the private sector

http://giexchange.org/
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Thank You

18

Mike Adamow
madamow@sfwater.org
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