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BARRIERS OF RIGHT-OF-WAY ACQUISITION AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE 

BACKGROUND 
The Right-of-Way (ROW) acquisition process significantly affects the final cost and schedule of a transportation project and is 
a socially sensitive issue dealing with property owners' rights (Aieitbawe et al2012). Many counties and cities in Minnesota 
are spending more than 30% of their transportation project budgets for ROW acquisition (Sandberg 2013). The Iowa State 
research team is currently involved in NCHRP 15-51 study ofpreconstruction costs and impacts, and as a result, is keenly 
aware that minimizing the cost and time required for ROW acquisition is a high priority in the highly constrained budget 
environments that Minnesota municipalities and agencies must operate. The ROW acquisition process is a complex process 
made even more complicated process by factors like alignment coordination issues, diverse state and local laws, conflicting 
public policies, environmental issues, public involvement, agency staffing, appraiser qualifications, mediation processes, 
condemnation processes, project characteristics, parcel types, location, etc. that can significantly affect ROW acquisition cost 
and duration. The team is also working on SHRP2 R-1 0: Strategies for Complex Project Management and has developed a 
comprehensive understanding of the impacts ofthose multi-dimensional issues and factors on the ROW acquisition and 
identified tools in use in the nation that may be appropriate for addressing the challenges of the rising ROW acquisition costs 
and time in Mi.nnesota. The proposed study will identify barriers and obstacles that occur during the ROW acquisition process 
that result in cost increases and delays. The team will use its NCHRP and SHRP2 experience to benchmark effective practices, 
conduct structured interviews and a stale wide survey, and extensive case studies to meet this goal. The cause and effect 
analysis framework will be applied to the collected data to map causal relationships between identified barriers and negative 
consequences in the ROW acquisition process. A set of recommendations will be developed for each barrier identified in this 
study. Also, practical implementation strategies and methods will be developed and documented. A workshop session will be 
provided to quickly disseminate the findings of this study. 

OBJECTIVE 
The results of this project will positively influence the efficiency and economy of ROW acquisition as projects are planned, 
executed, and managed in Minnesota. One major deliverable of this study is the prioritized list of barriers that lead to ROW 
acquisition cost increases and delays. Another deliverable of this research project will be a set of recommendations for change 
and implementation strategies and methods. These findings will be immediately availab~e to Minnesota counties and cities, and 
the Minnesota DOT through a workshop. ROW administrators and managers can use the list of barriers as an implementation 
checklist on those issues to minimize the adverse consequences on their ROW projects. The implementat~on of the 
recommendations is anticipated to significantly reduce the ROW acquisition costs and durations: For example, Aleithawe 
(20 I 3) reported that the implementation of a new ROW process to a highway project in Mississippi resulted in 90% reduction 
in potential condemnation cases. Similar benefits are expected to be obtained from this project. 

A significant portion of budgets; are used for ROW acquisition. A streamlined ROW acquisition process that will be developed 
in this project will also help in making more reliable and informed decisions on ROW acquisition projects, which will translate 
into more accurate accountability to public for the expenditure of public funds. A reliable ROW acquisition process will also 
improve the budget justification process when requesting funding needs to authorities and legislators. Successful completion of 
the project -viii result in a benchmarking example that other states, cities, and counties can use in developing plans to optimize 
their ROW acquisition process. 

SCOPE 
Many of the recent studies completed in this domain (Change-Aibitres et at. (20 12), Le et al. (20 1 0), Sohn et a!. (2009), Heiner 
and Kockleman (2005)) are highly dependent on explanatory research methodologies with which potential factors are identified 
and screened through statistical analysis and used to predict the ROW acquisition duration and cost. Due to the highly 
quantitative nature of the statistical analysis, most factors used are easily obtainable data and project specific factors such as 
project type, project location, parcel type, ownership type, acquisition method, etc. This approach may passively explain what 
given conditions are associated with higher cost and longer time. But, it fails to offer any meaningful insights on what actions 
can be taken to actively address the rising cost and duration issues of ROW acquisition. This statement is especially true when 
the challenging ROW issues are considered to be soft, qualitative issues that are not easily quantified. Furthermore, statistical 
analysis does not allow the researcher to answer "why" questions about potential correlations. 
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This research is logically divided into three phases as shown in Figure I below. TI1e first phase employs three balanced tasks to 
capture both qualitative and quantitative barriers that hinder the smooth ROW acquisition. Synthesizing the state~of-the
practice in the ROW acquisition process for benchmarking purposes, structured interviews and a state wide survey, and 
extensive individual case studies are designed to not only identify project specific factors that may explain the reasons for 
ROW project delays and cost increases but also identitY soti and qualitative process related barriers such as coordination 
issues, relevant Jaws and public policies, appraiser qualifications. mediation processes, level of public involvements, etc. 
During this phase, tile ROW acquisition related data, information and findings from the NCHRP 15~51 project that the 
Principal Investigators are currently leading will be available for this project and this is expected to significantly assist in 
documenting a state of the practices, identifying glob(! I factors that affect the ROW cost increases and delays, and identi(v 
contact points to obtain further information. The synergistic effect that is anticipated from the NCHRP I 5~5 I is further 
explained in Section 15. Also, Dr. Aleithawe, a national expert on the ROW acquisition issues working for the Mississippi 
DOT; will work closely with the research team to design an effective questionnaire nnd select meaningful case studies and 
analyzing the collected data in this phase. 
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In Phase II, a rigorous analysis ofthe collected data from Phase I will be conducted to identify and document current barriers 
and obstacles that may result in the ROW acquisition cost increases and delays. The likely causes of those barriers will also be 
identified. The cause and effect analysis framework will be applied to prioritize the causes and barriers based upon the 
estimated impacts on the ROW cost and time increases. Phase III will develop a set or recommendations and implementation 
stra1egies and methods to overcome each barrier identified in Phase II. A detailed description for each ta<;k is provided in the 
next section. 

ASSISTANCE 
Support and active participation from LRRB, MnDOT, cities and counties, and the lR WA-Rcgion IIf ar'~ anticipated. 

WORK PLAN 

Task Descriptions 

Tnsl< l: Benchmark the Statc-of-tlu.:--Practice and Literature Review 
The University will define the state ofthe practices in ROW acquisition practices for tnmsportation projects through a 
comprehensive literature review, and collection and analysis of relevant policies, ROW manuals, relevant statulcs, etc. from 
leading state and local agencies in the nation. The CUITcnt NCHRP 15-51 project that the Pis are currently leading will be used 
as an excellent resource to find advanced practices in other stares as will the case studies involving complex ROW issues 
collected for the SHRP2 R-1 0 project. For example, new techniques such as South Carolina's mediation program, Tennessee's 
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arbitration process, and Georgia's administrative appeal hearing process may need to be studied further for this project Also, 
the current ROW acquisition process in Minnesota will be documented in detail for further analysis. Ultimately, the 
documentation ofthe Task 1 efforts will be used as a basis from which a questionnaire for a statewide survey will be built in 
Task2. 

Task 2: Statewide Survey and Interviews 
The University, with the Technical Advisory Panel (TAP) members' assistance and support from the International Right of 
Way Association (IRWA) Region Three which includes Minnesota, will conduct a statewide survey to identify and document 
the barriers and areas for improvement. The survey will be primarily directed at ROW administrators, appraisers, land 
commissioners, negotiators, and other stakeholders. Structured interviews will be conducted concurrently to document and 
reinforce the understanding of the issues. 

Task 3: Case Studies 
The University will assemble the possible case studies and pass them through a filter to ensure that the case study population 
covers the full spectrum of the research interest. With the TAP members' assistance, recent ROW acquisition projects across 
the state over the past five years will be identified for case studies and the ROW related data for each project will be obtained. 
The case studies will be able to identify statistically significant factors that impacted the ROW acquisition process and 
contributed to the acquisition delays. Also, the case studies will be able to identify the possible causes and reasons of soft 
factors that negalively affected the ROW acquisition process through interviews and further data analysis. 

Task 4: Identification of Barriers and Causes 
The results from the Tasks l, 2 and 3 will offer sufficient data and information to identify various barriers that hamper the 
smooth ROW acquisition process. The root-causes of the barriers can be identified by applying the cause and effect analysis 
framework. The University will tabulate a comprehensive list of barriers and their associate causes. The University will 
prioritize each of these based upon the cause's potential effect on the ROW acquisition cost and time increases. 

Task 5: Recommendations for Improving the ROW acquisition Process 
Based on the study results from the task four, the University will develop and document a set of recommendations for change 
that can improve the current ROW acquisition process. A set ofimplementation strategies, methods, and tools will be 
developed to assist the implementation activities. One workshop will be offered for rapid dissemination of the study results into 
practice. 

Task 6: Compile Report, Technical Advisory Panel Review and Revisions 
The University will prepare a draft report, following MnDOT's publication guidelines, to document project activities, findings 
and recommendations. This report will need to be reviewed by the Technical Advisory Panel (TAP), updated by the 
University's Principal Investigator, and then approved by the Technical Liaison before this task is considered complete. 
Holding aT AP meeting to discuss the draft report and review comments is strongly encouraged. TAP members may be 
consulted for clarification or discussion of comments. 

Task 7: Final Published Report Completion 
During this task, the Approved Report will be processed by MnDOT's Contract Editors. The editors will review the document 
to ensure the document meets the publication standard. The University's Principal Investigator will then prepare the Final 
Report and submit it for publication through MnDOT's publishing process. 

Task Deliverables 

Task: Deliverablc(s): 
1: Report on State-of-the-Practice of ROW acquisition Process 
2: Report on the Statewide Survey and Interviews 
3: Report on the Case Studies 
4: Report on Barriers to ROW Acquisition and causes 
5: Report on Recommendation for Change 
6: A Draft Report and Final Report Approved for Publication 
7: Final Report 
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PROJECT SCHEDULE 

Task Completion Dates 

Task: Draft Deliverable Due Date: Final Task Approval Date: 
1: September 30,2014 November 30,2014 
2: November 30,2014 January 31,2015 
3: January 31,2015 March 31,2015 
4: April30, 2015 June 30, 2015 
5: July 31,2015 September 30, 2015 
6: August 1, 2015 October 31, 2015 
7: NIA December 31, 2015 

Key Milestones 

Key Milestones Target Date Description 
Literature review October I 0, 20 14 The major findings of Task l will be presented and a statewide 
presentation and statewide survey form needs to be completed by this date with input from 
survey questionnaire TAP. A half day workshop may be necessary. 
finalization 
Selection of Case Studies November 15,2014 A set of case studies need to be finalized by this date. 
Training session and October I 0, 2015 A half day training session will be offered for fast dissemination 
presentation of major of the findings of this study. Also, major research findings will 
research findings be presented and discussed with TAP. 
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