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ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

“Do One Thing, and 
Do It Better Than 

Anyone Else.” 
 

Providing Risk Management 
and Insurance Services to  

Kansas Counties since 1991. 
 
 
For additional information, contact 
David Luke at 1-800-240-9828. 

GENERAL COUNTY RURAL HIGHWAY SYSTEM

I just got a call from a county road supervisor in central 
Kansas. He had just been talking with a township 
official about maintaining traffic signs and what the 
regulations require. The township official told him “he 

didn’t care.” Well that is a problem as in Kansas the courts 
have ruled that local governments have a mandatory 
duty to construct and maintain public roads reasonably 
safe for use by motorists. We also have a duty to follow 

laws and regulations, and ignorance of the law is no excuse. The township 
official revealed that he was not only ignorant of his responsibilities but 
had a cavalier attitude toward those responsibilities. That conversation got 
me wondering what percentage of townships are fulfilling their mandatory 
duties or even know that they have specific duties. 

I have a great job travelling around Kansas and talking to road people. 
Some people may not realize, but I listen a lot, too. In rural counties 
where townships maintain the roads I hear a lot of concern about the poor 
condition of township roads and the difficulty of getting people to serve on 
the township board. I am sympathetic to township officials, and speak at a 
lot of township meetings. They have a big job and a lot of responsibilities, 
but they have few financial resources and little or no training is available. As 
farms get bigger there are fewer people in the country, and fewer people to 
serve on the township board. 

In Kansas there are three types of road systems for roads outside cities. These 
road systems are indicted on the accompanying Kansas map. The Non-
County Unit Road System is also called the County-Township System. In 
this system the County maintains the main traveled roads, which includes 
the county federal aid routes and those roads designated by the county 
commission as routes designed primarily for the movement of traffic 
between different areas of the county. The townships maintain the local 
roads that are not within a city. The county maintains all the bridges as well 
as those culverts with a waterway opening of 25 square feet or larger. Prior 
to 1917 the townships maintained all the roads, but since 1917 the County-
Township System is the road system unless the county has elected to use 
one of the other road systems. There are 35 counties in Kansas with this 
road system. Funding for the county roads is on a countywide tax basis with 
all property in the county having the same mill levy for county roads and 
bridges. Township road maintenance is provided by the townships and is 
funded from a mill levy on property within the township. Townships do not 
collect property tax for property within a city. 

In the County Unit Road System the county is responsible for maintaining 
all the public roads outside the cities. The townships have no road 
maintenance responsibilities. The County Unit System was authorized by 

state law in 1917, but it 
takes action by the county 
to take over the township 
roads. There are 65 counties 
in Kansas that have this 
road system. Funding for 
all the county roads is on a 
countywide tax basis with 
all property in the county 
having the same mill levy for 
county roads and bridges. 
This results in a somewhat 
higher mill levy for city 
residents than with the 
County-Township System, 
as the city residents have to 
pay taxes for maintaining 
all the roads in the county, 
including the old township 
roads. 

The General County Rural 
Highway System, or County-
Rural System is similar to 
the County Unit System in 
that the county maintains 
all the public roads outside 
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the cities, and the townships have no road maintenance 
responsibilities. In this system, however, the county 
has to have two separate funds, one for the main 
traveled county roads, and one fund for what were 
previously township roads. The County-Rural System 
was authorized by state 
law in 1970. There are just 
three counties in Kansas 
with this road system (see 
the map below). Funding 
for the county roads is on 
a countywide tax basis 
with all property in the 
county having the same 
mill levy for county roads 
and bridges. Funding 
for former township 
roads comes from a mill levy on property within the 
townships. In this system, city residents do not pay 
taxes for maintenance of the former township roads. 
The county has to keep track of expenses on their two 
road systems, and must ensure that the correct amount 
is spent on county roads and township roads. 

The last county that converted to a County Unit System 
was Coffey County in 1979. It appears that there is 
currently a reluctance to convert to a County Unit 
System as this will increase the taxes for residents inside 
of cities. In 2010 Osage County voters rejected the 
county unit system with the 
main opposition from city 
voters. 

Townships in rural counties 
are struggling to maintain the 
roads and the counties have 
had to help. Many townships 
contract with the county to 
maintain their roads. The 
township board directs the 
road supervisor on what they 
want done, then the county 
does the work and charges 
the township. Sometimes the 
township turns their roads 
over to the county, and the 
county commission acts as 
the township board and sets 
the mill levy, and authorizes 
work and expenditures from 
that townships budget. These 

are patchwork solutions, and if you are not doing that 
in your county I would advise not getting that started. 
The county commission has options, like consolidating 
township, or considering a new road system. 

If the township system 
is not working I think a 
reasonable option is the 
General County Rural 
Highway System. This 
system has to be approved 
by the voters in the 
unincorporated area. All 
the township roads become 
the responsibility of the 
county. In effect there is 
one big township with 

the county commission acting as the township board. 
The mill levy for the local service roads is uniform 
and applies only to the unincorporated area. It is more 
work for the county and with more miles comes more 
complaints and headaches. Only consider this road 
system if you want to improve the quality of the roads 
and believe the residents in the county will be willing to 
pay for it. 

If you are thinking that the county would be able to 
take advantage of efficiencies and provide better roads 
at a lower cost you would be wrong. Townships run on 

TRENDS IN ROAD SYSTEMS

Decade Counties adopting 
County Unit

Counties adopting 
County-Rural

1910’s 2

1920’s 16

1930’s 7

1940’s 26

1950’s 5

1960’s 4

1970’s 7 1
1980’s 0 1
1990’s 0

2000’s 0 1
2010-2016 0 0

Road Trends in Kansas
The following table illustrates the trend in conversion of the County-Township 
System to another road system.
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a shoe string budget. Township 
budgets are low because they don’t 
do much. If someone wants some 
road work that the township doesn’t 
want to do, then they just say they 
don’t have the money, which is a 
story that is usually true. There may 
be fewer motorgraders needed, but 
the roads will probably get more 
regular maintenance, so there 
will be an increase in operating 
hours and resulting costs. Do not 
underestimate how much money 
the townships saved by not doing 
things that the county will probably 
want to do. 

Resources will be needed to 
properly maintain and improve 
the township roads. As a minimum, the system may 
demand one additional foreman, a culvert/drainage 
crew, and—for every 80 miles of road—a grader operator 
and a motorgrader. Also, include some additional 
trucks and drivers to haul surfacing material, and a sign 
man. Depending on the area of the state you may need 
additional equipment for mowing and brush control. 
With all the additional equipment you may need another 
mechanic. 

To rough out a budget and a mill levy to consider I 
would first start by adding up all the township road 
budgets and then multiply by 2. My guess is a county 
will need about 50% more just to do what the townships 
neglected to do, and another 50% to start making 
improvements. Compare that with the cost of staff and 
equipment mentioned in the previous paragraph plus 
the cost of major materials to see if the budget is in 
the ballpark. Once the budget is determined calculate 
the mill levy needed based on the valuation in the 
unincorporated area. The necessary mill levy is probably 
going to be a big number, and it might not be sellable to 
the voters in the country. If people want better roads they 
need to understand that it will cost and someone has to 
pay for it.

I was county engineer in Coffey County two years 
after they went county unit. Citizen expectations were 
much higher than the service we could provide. People 
thought the roads would be better the first year. Well 
they were better, but it takes a long time to improve all 
the roads. A citizen only notices improvements on “their 
road.” I bring this up because if a county is considering 

a change that needs a vote, there has to quite a bit of 
information provided to the voters. It will likely be up 
to the commissioners to go to groups to inform them of 
the pros and cons. It is easy for citizens to assume that 
the roads will be improved soon after the vote, and fail to 
realize it is a long term commitment that results in better 
roads in the long term.

How well the township road maintenance system works 
varies from county to county. Generally townships in 
the more urban counties are doing better than the rural 
counties. If the townships in your counties are struggling 
now, it is probably going to get worse. A different road 
maintenance system is something to consider.  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: Road Systems in Kansas
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