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Being in Charge

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

I recently got a call from a county 
in central Kansas because a farmer 

had bought a motorgrader and was 
blading county roads. A lot of strange 

things happened this summer including a telephone company 
not getting a permit for work on the right-of-way, a dozer be-
ing driven on the road, building a brick mailbox, and terracing 
water into the road ditch. I know there are a lot of strange things 
going on that I don’t hear about. The ones I do hear about have 
one thing in common; they happen because it looks like no one 
is in charge of the roads. If no one is in charge, people have a 
tendency to do anything they feel like, and that is not usually 
good for the road or for traffic safety. 

Counties have a big geographic area, and that makes it hard for 
a superintendent to keep track of what is going on. It is a full-
time job keeping on top of what the road employees are doing, 
so it is basically impossible to monitor what land owners and 
contractors might be doing on road right-of-way. Let’s say you 
are a land owner out in the country. You might see a road grad-
er once a month, maybe a county truck on rare occasion. From 
years of experience, the land owner knows the county is spread 
pretty thin, and unless he does something really detrimental to 
the road no one is going to say anything about it. Of course a lot 
of people don’t realize they are doing something they shouldn’t 
be doing, they might even think they are helping the county. 
No matter the intent or the reasoning, a lot of strange things 
happen if the county is not perceived to be in charge of their 
right-of-way. I can’t imagine a land owner blocking a KDOT 
ditch, or building a brick mailbox next to a highway. KDOT has 
a lot more presence and they stop anyone they see working on 
the right-of-way without permission. They don’t let things get 
started so they don’t get tested very often.

The counties get tested all the time. My favorite historical test 
is farming the ditch. Eighty years ago someone removed their 
fence and started farming closer to the road, another farmer saw 
that and thought it was a good idea, then a third, and now almost 
every farmer thinks it is ok to farm up next to the pavement. 
Well it is too late to undo farming ditches, but brick mailboxes 
are a better example. Someone built a brick mailbox. A neigh-
bor sees the brick mailbox and decides that he needs one too. 
He doesn’t ask permission and just builds the mailbox. Now we 
see the 2nd mailbox, and tell the landowner it is a traffic hazard 
and needs to be removed. The land owner gets huffy as he just 
spent $2000 building a traffic hazard. He claims to be a victim 

of discrimination as the county is not making his neighbor re-
move his brick mailbox. So that is the kind of deals we get into 
when we are not perceived to be in charge. Had the landowner 
respected the right-of-way and asked permission to build the 
brick mailbox we could have just denied him permission and 
saved him $2000.

To avoid situations like the brick mailbox, the county has to be 
perceived to be in charge of our right-of-way. The road supervi-
sor cannot do it all, and must enlist the help of road employees 
as well as deputies, noxious weed employees, etc. During their 
normal work activities all employees should be on the lookout 
for unusual activity. Then they need to stop and ask the person 
what they are doing and if they have permission. If the person 
does not have permission they should be directed to stop until 
they get permission. It just seems like common sense that a per-
son needs to get permission to modify someone else’s property. 
I am not suggesting we act like the railroad. It seems like every 
railroad employee is authorized to yell at, and threaten, anyone 
trespassing on their right-of-way. But we do need to act like we 
are in charge of our right-of-way, or we will get run over.  n

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be interested in my 
twice monthly email on current road issues and road items of 
statewide interest. If you would like to receive these emails just 
send me an email request with position, and county or company 
at bowers@kansascounties.org 

FIGURE 1. An unauthorized traffic hazard on the r/w.
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