







November 27, 2002

CA Agencies

Application of City and County
Design Standards

Washington State law requires cites and counties to comply with uniform design standards.  RCW 35.78 applies to cities; RCW 36.86 applies to counties.  In addition, when using federal funds, federal regulations require the use of appropriate standards.  The Design Standards Committee is charged with the development of the state standards.  Although these standards are included in the Local Agency Guidelines manual, they are an independent document and apply to all construction on city and county facilities, not just those containing federal funds.  If a specific standard is not included in the City and County Design standards, the designer is typically referred to AASHTO guidance.

Recently, the Geometric Cross Section Chart within the standards has been a topic of debate.  The chart contains values for design elements such as lane width, shoulder width and turn lane width. Recent questions have been raised regarding the basis for values contained in the chart and why AASHTO minimums were not used, avoiding the need for documentation.  This document is intended to clarify the background and reasoning of the standards.

A review of the 2001 AASHTO publication, A Policy on Geometric Design of Highways and Streets (Green Book), and the City and County Design Standards elucidates the reasoning behind the values in the chart.  The Green Book utilizes the terms “desirable,” “certain circumstances,” “cost,” and “in some instances.”  The values listed in the Geometric Cross Section Chart are for the most part “desirable” values.  Those values can be used “as is” with the chart itself serving as documentation.  The Green Book also gives “minimum” values that may be used under certain circumstances.  Those circumstances may include but are not limited to, speed, right of way, volumes and pedestrian crossings.  Making engineering judgment and documentation of matters considered is a necessary part of the application of the City and County Design Standards to individual projects, and is part of the responsibility of the licensed professional engineer with responsible charge of a project.  

The City and County Design Standards introduction sets the foundation for their application to individual projects.  It is important for the design professional to apply the standards as a whole, not just selected sections.  Below are introduction excerpts and comments that address minimums, intent, engineering judgment, and documentation.

· “The Local Agency Engineer may approve use of minimum AASHTO and related standards as contained in the references. Construction utilizing lesser standards than these must have the approval of the Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) Assistant Secretary for Highways and Local Programs in accordance with RCW 35.78.040 or RCW 36.86.080 as appropriate."

While this gives the Local Agency Engineer the ability to approve AASHTO minimums, it should never be assumed that this is an automatic minimum on any given design element.  Footnote (b) of the Geometric Cross Section chart states: "May be reduced to minimum allowed by AASHTO."  To go below the minimum, the H&LP Operations Engineer approval is required as a deviation from the standards.

· "These standards cannot provide for all situations. They are intended to assist, but not to substitute for, competent work by design professionals. It is expected that land surveyors, engineers, and architects will bring to each project the best skills from their respective disciplines. These standards are also not intended to limit any innovative or creative effort, which could result in better quality, better cost savings, or both. An agency may adopt higher standards to fit local conditions."

· "The decision to use a particular road design element at a particular location should be made on the basis of an engineering analysis of the location. Thus, while this document provides design standards, it is not a substitute for engineering judgment."

The two statements above cover the intent of the standards emphasizing they are not intended as a replacement for engineering judgment of design professionals.  
· "There should be some record, not necessarily formal or cumbersome, of the matters considered during the design process that justify decisions made regarding the final project design."

The professional engineer in charge of the project must evaluate each design situation, and if less than the desirable value is chosen, appropriate documentation laying out the reasons and conclusions should be placed in the agencies design files.  We are not dictating the level of documentation but would remind the agencies that it is subject to review in federal aid projects and discovery in court proceedings, and you may want to be able to remember a number of years later what your decisions were based on.  Documentation of decisions made should be recorded regardless, if the standards are followed as written or minimums are used.

If you have any questions or comments please contact Al King at (360) 705- 7375.

