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To address utility congestion 

within the public right of 

way, investigators compiled 

a best practices guide for 

communities, agencies and 

infrastructure utilities to 

better manage the planning, 

installation and accurate 

mapping of under- and 

aboveground utility services. 
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Questions?
Contact research.dot@state.mn.us. 

Technical Liaison:
Julie Long, City of Bloomington 
JLong@bloomingtonmn.gov

Principal Investigator:
Bryan Nemeth, Bolton & Menk, Inc.

PROJECT COST:
$59,823

A utility crew removes 
abandoned infrastructure pipes 

in Chaska, Minnesota. 

What Was the Need?
Public agencies hold and manage many kinds of public 
rights of way (ROWs), such as roadways, trails, sidewalks 
and land along roads, for citizens’ benefit. Many ROW  
spaces are used to deliver public and private infrastruc-
ture utility services, such as water, sewer, electricity, 
natural gas, telecommunications and cable TV. ROWs have 
limited space and as utilities have increased, many ROWs 
in Minnesota’s communities have become crowded with 
lines, both above and below ground. 

Utility congestion in the ROW can become a challenge 
during road construction as some utilities may need to 
be relocated. When new lines are added, congestion may 
create installation difficulties. Older underground service 
lines are often not accurately mapped. Some facilities may 
use ROW space by permit, but public agencies seldom 
track this use carefully. Better management of utilities in the ROW would result in imme-
diate reductions in costs for designing, scheduling and implementing projects in these 
publicly managed spaces. The Local Road Research Board (LRRB) sought to determine 
current best practices for projects that incorporate infrastructure services installed 
within the public ROW. 

What Was Our Goal?
This project’s main objectives were to determine and compile best practices for plan-
ning, communicating, installing and documenting utility services within the ROW, and to 
develop an accessible guide of those best practices for all involved in the projects. 

What Did We Do?
Investigators sought information regarding challenges and best practices from members 
of the project’s Technical Advisory Panel, who identified these issues and needs:

• Congested corridors

• Abandoned infrastructure

• Inaccurate mapping

• Requested information not received

• New infrastructure for fifth generation (5G) technology

• Construction requirements

Investigators initially sought to develop case studies of agencies with experience devel-
oping effective procedures that addressed these issues. Their efforts to identify agencies 
were largely unsuccessful, which both underlined the extent of the problem and high-
lighted the need for a best practices guide. Minnesota’s Dakota County had more robust 
procedures for dealing with utilities in the ROW than other agencies and assisted with 
the project. O F F I C E  O F  R E S E A R C H 
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Workers in Richfield, Minnesota, use a backhoe to dig 
between existing utility lines in a trench.

Investigators and the panel then developed and distributed a comprehensive statewide 
survey to local agencies to learn about their experiences, practices and perceptions 
regarding projects with public and private utility services and with congestion in the 
ROW. The survey addressed a wide range of topics, including statutes, permits and regis-
tration requirements, timeliness, completeness and accuracy of data from utility compa-
nies, installation procedures and provision of as-built mapping after project completion. 
Representatives from 14 cities, 17 counties (four metro and 13 Greater Minnesota coun-
ties) and two private companies completed the survey. Most respondents were engi-
neers, project managers or senior managers in public works divisions. All were familiar 
with the congestion problem. 

Information was combined from survey responses, state statutes and other sources to 
develop an accessible best practices guide for managing utility congestion in ROWs. 

What Was the Result?
The new best practices guide presents essential information in the following areas:  

•  Minnesota statutes and administrative rules: State statutes address what utility 
owners are required to provide to agencies, including the level of quality of drawings 
delineating location of services. The guide also includes administrative rules address-
ing issues such as abandoned facilities and as-built plans required after project com-
pletion, which may vary from initial plans.

•  Federal Communications Commission (FCC) rules: FCC rules for wireless broad-
band include time required for action on applications, and rules concerning the height 
and size of facilities, such as poles and antennae.

•  Communications and meetings: The guide recommends early and frequent meet-
ings of all parties to discuss statutes, other requirements and scheduling needs very 
early in the design phase of projects to avoid costly conflicts later.

•  Utility and construction plans: All organizations involved must see the plans so 
possible conflicts may be identified. A local agency cannot tell a utility exactly where 
to put its lines, but can specify where the utility cannot put them. Coordination meet-
ings are recommended.

•  Mapping information: The guide recommends that agencies request as-built infor-
mation as early as possible, requesting x, y, z axes information as well as GPS locational 
data to ensure accurate field location and better utility planning. 

What’s Next?
The guide will be available on the LRRB website. Investigators may present the project 
findings at upcoming conferences for city and county engineers.

“This project provides 
practical guidance to 
communities to address 
congested right of way 
corridors. It can help cities 
and counties reduce delays 
and risk, and save money 
through best management 
practices.”

—Julie Long,
City Engineer, City of 
Bloomington

“This guide helps 
communities to 
understand how utilities 
use the right of way and 
provides guidance on how 
to work collaboratively 
with utilities throughout 
the planning and design 
process.”

—Bryan Nemeth,
Senior Traffic Engineer, 
Bolton & Menk, Inc.

This Implementation Summary pertains to Report 2019RIC20, “Managing Utility Congestion 
within the ROW,” published December 2019. The full report can be accessed at 
mndot.gov/research/reports/2019/2019RIC20.pdf. 
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