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ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

History Repeats Itself
Chip Seal Roads Don’t Work so 
Don’t Do It

There is an old saying that “History repeats 
itself” and in the road business we keep proving 
that saying over and over again with our 

misguided attempts to make chip seal roads work. 

It seems like every 10 or 15 years we try but fail 
to make chip seal roads work. We should have 
learned our lesson in the 1950s. Most county 
blacktops were originally chip sealed in the 1950s 
and 1960s. The typical road of the time had a 
couple of inches of rock or base which was primed 
and sealed. It didn’t work then with light traffic; it 
doesn’t work now. We try chip sealing a road, it 
falls apart in a few years and we vow not to do that 
again. Then road officials retire or move on, new 
commissioners get elected and we try it again, and 
again it doesn’t work. 

There are always good intentions in trying to solve 
a problem. In eastern and central Kansas there 
is a trend for people to move to the country. But 
these people are not farmers, and may never have 
lived in the country before. Land on a gravel road 
is cheaper and seems to be more idyllic so many 
gravitate toward gravel roads. They soon find 

FIGURE 1. “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 
George Santayana

out that a gravel road is dusty 
when dry and muddy when wet. 
The new resident is not satisfied 
with the gravel road, and rather 
than moving back to town, 
they demand that their road be 
improved. 

Of course, no one wants to 
pay for the improvement; they already pay “a 
lot of taxes.” Commissioners want to help their 
constituents but paving the road costs “a lot of 
money.” So maybe we can just get by with adding 
a couple of inches of rock and spraying a little 
asphalt on the road and chipping it. (Same thing 
that didn’t work in the 1950s and 1960s, 1970s, 
1980s, etc.) 

Well after this winter if your county did something 
like that, you now have something that looks like 
the road in Figure 1. In road work it costs money 
to do it right, but it costs a lot more money in the 
long run if you don’t build it right. There was a 
famous Fram Oil Filter commercial that explained 
what happens – see Figure 2. 

A chip seal road is low initial cost but high 
maintenance cost. Matter of fact if you have a 
chip seal road that falls apart it costs more to 
reconstruct it than it did to build it the first time. 

It always has, and always 
will. Plus, now the land 
owners think they have an 
asphalt road, and will fight 
to keep it. Roads are built 
from the bottom up, not 
from the top down. If you 
don’t have enough money 
to do it right the first time, 
remember you will have 
less money when you 
have to do it over. Perhaps 
you think you can build 
a road from the top down 
with a hot mix overlay on 
the road later. A 2-inch 
overlay will cost about 
$100,000 per mile. Of 
course, it won’t work. You 
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can’t pave over soft spots because the asphalt will 
crack and look like Figure 3; always has always 
will.

As road managers we have to be concerned 
about annual maintenance costs and unless the 
commissioners want to increase the road budget, 
we should only consider changing surfacing types 
if the maintenance cost will decrease. A good 
asphalt road costs about twice as much per mile to 
maintain than a gravel road. A poorly constructed 
chip seal will cost about five times as much to 
maintain as a gravel road. 

If you are in the road business you have probably 
had a citizen tell you it would be cheaper to 
blacktop a road rather than having a gravel road 
that you have to blade and add rock all the time. 
That thought is just silly. If blacktop roads were 
cheaper to maintain than gravel roads, wouldn’t 
some knowledgeable person have figured that 
out by now, and all the gravel roads would be 
blacktopped? 

A chip seal road consists of a chip seal, a base, and 
a prepared subgrade. You cannot just spread a few 
inches of base material and expect that to work. 
The base thickness has to be designed so that the 
subgrade is not overstressed. The base thickness 
required is related to truck traffic and subgrade 
strength. A South Dakota study found that for 
medium subgrade and 25 trucks per day required a 
base thickness of 11.5 inches. I think this number 
is pretty close as most road professionals in 
Kansas agree that you need 8 inches of base on 
just a residential street. If some of your chip seal 
roads don’t last four years between chip seals, 

check the base thickness. It is likely less than 11.5 
inches.

A good chip seal road depends on so many factors 
that it is rare to have a chip seal road perform 
properly. Constructing a good chip seal road is 
possible, but almost impossible. There are three 
major challenges. 

These challenges are described from the top down:
1. The chip seal may not stick to the base and 

will peal up in spots. It is hard to finish the 
base without fines accumulating on the surface. 
These fines are unstable when wet and are 
basically impervious to asphalt, so you end up 
with ½-inch chip seal floating on the base. 

2. Base material has to be stable. Testing is 
required to ensure that the clay content is 
low and the fines are not excessive; moisture 
content, compaction and curing are critical. 
You will have failures if all you do is haul 
some rock from the quarry, water it down a 
little and roll it in. If the base is not correct it 
will get spongy due to freeze-thaw cycles or 
accumulated moisture.  

3. The subgrade has to be stabilized, compacted 
and properly drained. The subgrade is normally 
native soil, and when soil gets wet it turns 

FIGURE 2. On a chip seal road you pay later.

 Getting there is our job.
 Getting there safely  
 is our responsibility.
 At Union Pacific, safety always comes first.  

Of all our priorities, nothing compares to the 

value of our people, and the people in the 

communities we serve. 

We’re proud to support the Kansas Association  

of Counties Conference.
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THE NUMBERS ADD UP TO VALUE.

ANYONE CAN SELL 
YOU A MACHINE.

The real value is seen in the people, processes and 
services that maximize the uptime and revenue-generating 
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never had this conversation with your Foley Machine Sales 

and Product Support rep, it’s time.
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BUKATY COMPANIES

Contact: Andrew Hampson, 
Benefits Consultant
11221 Roe Ave. Ste. 200
Leawood, KS 66211
Phone: 888-657-0440

Bukaty Companies is the Exclusive Consultant for the 
Kansas Association of Counties Employee Benefit 
Trust! Through Bukaty Companies, members have 
access to specialized benefits and value added 
resources to effectively analyze and manage one of 
their single largest budget line items.

Employee Benefits: Voluntary Supplemental; 
Medical; Dental; and Ancillary Online enrollment, 
administration and employee education
Health Care Reform Guidance
HR Help Desk
FSA, HRA, HSA, COBRA
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• Kansas Open Records Act
• Engaging the Public
• State & County Issues

Comment: There was too much time in the exhibition hall. 
Too much down time on Wednesday afternoon.
The Exhibition featured 89 businesses or organizations. 
Many return year after year and only 12 were there for 
the first time. Their products and services represent 
many of the products and services you use to serve 
your county’s residents. Consider the exhibition as an 
additional opportunity to learn – like a mini-workshop. 
Take advantage of their knowledge and ask them 
questions about issues you face at home. While they are 
there hoping to bring you on as a new customer, they 
have a lot of knowledge they will share if you take the 
time to ask, and look for different perspectives from 
other similar businesses. 

Think about using down times or breaks to network with 
people from other counties. Ask how they solve some of 
the same questions that face you in your county. Use the 
conference in its entirety for worthwhile information that 
you can take home.

In addition, some our vendors requested a single day 
because they felt the old pattern with breakfast and a 
break in the exhibition hall wasn’t worth their time 
since participants were rushed to get to the next session 
and didn’t take time with them on that second day. We 
are also working on plans to shorten that time a bit by 
offering more workshops after lunch but prior to the 
Exhibition. 

We want to thank all of our vendors. In addition, a 
special thank you to the sponsors who helped to offset 
conference expenses. Sponsors included:

Foley Equipment who sponsored the Exhibition Vendor 
Showcase & Reception
Johnson County as Host Sponsor

The Victor L. Phillips Co. representatives were among 
several businesses who provided prizes for the vendor 
bingo game.

I enjoyed Mark Holland. I also liked the 
Exhibition being an open time. It was 
nice to visit with vendors without having 
to rush off to a breakout. I also enjoyed 
the opening with Randall Allen. I think he 
spoke right on point regarding websites and 
marketing of our communities.  
– Attendee Survey Respondent

Workers Compensation Insurance,
By Kansas Counties, For Kansas Counties

What does KWORCC provide for counties?

• Safety training & 
certification

• Stable premiums

• Trustees are county 
officials

• Trustees elected by 
counties

• Trustees oversee 
operations

• Quarterly reports to 
members

• Best claims practices

• Periodic safety 
inspections

• Combined purchasing 
power

• Owned by counties

Workers compensation insurance exclusively 
for Kansas counties since 1992.

www.kworcc.com 1-877-357-1069 continued next page
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to mud. Too often we skip providing proper 
drainage with road ditches and underdrains for 
seepy areas. It is not possible to get proper base 
compaction on a soft subgrade.

If you are considering chip sealing an existing 
gravel road don’t forget about the geometry. We 
are in the public safety business and everything we 
do should make it safer for the travelling public. 
On a typical gravel road, we may have 4 inches of 
gravel. We would need to add at least 7.5 inches of 
base for a total of 11.5 inches. That additional base 
will narrow up the road a few feet, with the higher 
traffic speeds expected on a chip seal road will the 
road be safer? 

FIGURE 3. Hot mix overlay on a bad chip seal doesn’t work.

You may not want my opinion but 
here it is. Don’t build any more 
chip seal roads; you can’t afford 
it in the long term. For any road, 
the pavement structure needs to be 
built for the expected traffic. The 
minimum county road should be 4 
inches of hot mix asphalt, 6 inches of 
good base on a stabilized subgrade. 
Doing anything less is a bad decision 
that you will have to deal with in 
the future. Like the Fram oil filter 
mechanic said: “Pay me now or pay 
me later.”  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 name and title at bowers@
kansascounties.org. 
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