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Need Statement Title: 

A Guide to Successfully Convert Severely Distressed Paved Roads to Unpaved Roads 
 

   
Need Statement:  Describe the problem or the opportunity.  Include background and objective. 

Research Objective: To develop a guide that can serve as a comprehensive information source 
on effective practices for converting severely distressed paved roads to acceptable unpaved 
surfaces. 

 
The main benefit of this project will be the ready availability of a comprehensive guidance 
document on converting severely distressed paved roads to acceptable unpaved surfaces. No 
such document currently exists. The guide will aid in more effective selection of candidate 
roads for conversion, more effective conversions, and more effective communication with the 
public on how and why a conversion is taking place. The guide will allow for appropriate 
management of road maintenance funds and will serve as the basis for road conversions being 
accepted as another pavement management tool. 
 

 
Provide a summary of the potential benefits: 

To date very limited information is available on roads that have been converted from paved to 
unpaved, and what information is available often comes in the form of newspaper articles and 
anecdotal accounts of road conversions. The purpose of the guide is to document proven, 
effective practices that can be used in road conversion projects. The document will serve as a 
formal and peer reviewed information source that local road agencies can use when road 
conversions are being considered. The use of the guide and acceptance of the practice of 
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converting from paved to unpaved surfaces (unpaving) will provide a case for the acceptance of 
road conversions as another pavement management technique.  
 
While low volume roads are typically identified as having an annual average daily traffic 
(AADT) of less than 400, roads that are appropriate candidates for conversion will typically 
have an AADT of less than 150. These road are often used to access homes, are used by 
agricultural and extraction industries, or serve to access recreational areas. The wide variety of 
road users, traffic patterns and vehicle types are factors that need to be considered in the 
decision to unpave a road. Other factors include road condition, safety, required maintenance, 
as well as a life-cycle cost comparisons of different options, such as; continued maintenance of 
the deteriorating road, rehabilitating the paved road, or converting the road to an unpaved 
surface. By identifying candidate roads for conversion, local road agencies can more effectively 
manage dwindling budgets. 
 

 
How does this project build upon previous research (include title or reference to a completed 
research effort)? 

Previous work (NCHRP Synthesis 485) which synthesized the state-of-the-practice of 
converting paved roads to unpaved roads identified a need for a guideline that highlights 
effective practices in the realm of:  

 Objective methods for the identification of roads which are suitable candidates for 
conversion;  

 Information on how to successfully convert a road;  
 Guidance for outreach, communication to the public, and visualization tools.  
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