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Premature Sign Fading

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Recently a county 
contacted me about 

sign legends fading within 
five years. The sign legend is the wording, 
symbols and border of the sign. In the past we 
always thought the life of a sign was based on 
deterioration of the sheeting. On these signs 
the sheeting is fine; it is a legibility issue not a 
retro-reflectivity issue. I put out some feelers and 
found the same issue in two other counties and 
two cities. I started looking around and found 
that sign fading is not uncommon. I noticed 
some KDOT “speed limit ahead” signs that were 
fading. During my drive to Florida this winter I 
saw faded signs in every state I drove through.  
This is serious issue as most sign management systems 
and sign replacement budgets are based on a 10 or 12 year 
replacement cycle.

Most sheeting manufacturers have a 10 year warranty so 
the first thought was to go after the warranty. The warranty 
is based on the manufacturing date, not the install date. 
Additionally the manufacturer only warrants the sign 
if their inks were used and signs were manufactured in 
accordance with their recommendations. So we needed to 
track the bad signs back to a supplier, but we were unable 
to do that. Signs are usually purchased to restock inventory. 
Most sign inventory systems track a sign once it is installed 
but do not track a sign in inventory. Since most signs lack 
an identification mark, once they are put on the shelf at the 
shop they cannot be traced back to a supplier. 

The faded signs were examined by a representative from 
3M Manufacturing as all the signs had 3M sheeting. Five 
typical signs were sent to the 3M lab for testing, and all the 
faded signs were digitally printed signs. Digital printing is 
the newest method of making signs where the sign sheeting 
is run through what is basically a big inkjet printer. 
This process is widely used to make commercial signs 
and construction signs. Digital printing of signs started 
about 2010 when HP came out with wide format printers 
that could handle sheeting. The largest suppliers of sign 
sheeting are 3M and AveryDennison. 2016 was the first 
year that these two sheeting suppliers had a digital printing 

system that they would warrant. The bad news is that 
digitally printed signs before 2016 basically do not have a 
warranty. The good news is that most of the sign companies 
doing business in Kansas were using the standard silk 
screen process not digital printing. 
It appears that most of the fading signs were produced by 
companies that make construction signs and commercial 
signs.  The standard ink that was available prior to 2016 has 
a typical warranty of 3 to5 years, about the length of time 
we started noticing fading problems. So the ink worked fine 
on construction signs and commercial signs but failed on 
permanent traffic signs. 

FIGURE 1. Street signs 5 years old.

FIGURE 2 Black border and arrow fading in less than 5 years.
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On the Road continued...

The traditional process for a sign legend is the silk screen 
process. These inks have a long history of satisfactory 
performance. But on a new sign the digital printing process 
looks almost identical to screen printing, it takes a sign 
expert to tell the difference. The digital printing process 
now approved by 3M and AveryDennison require a 
clear UV protective overlay sheeting. Since it is difficult 
to identify substandard signs it is best to deal with sign 
companies you can trust. 

Another problem we discovered was related to signs 
installed as part of a construction project. Most signs on a 
construction project are the orange construction signs, but 
sometimes the construction contract includes the permanent 
signing. About half the faded signs we have seen were 
installed as part of a construction contract. It appears that 
these permanent signs were manufactured by the same 
process as the construction signs. The life of a construction 
sign is relatively short and fading is not an issue. Fading 
shows up later, a number of years after the project is 
complete. A number of agencies did not have the contractor 
installed signs in their sign inventory. If the county crew 
did not install or replace the sign it did not appear on 
the inventory. If you have a sign inventory then after a 
construction project, be sure to inventory the new signs on 
the project. Even a small bridge project may have object 
markers to add to the inventory.

Warranties:
The sheeting industry standard warranty for signs is from 
the date of manufacture of the signs and is as follows:

Construction signs (orange) - 3 years
Replacement of sign face - 7 years
Replacement of sheeting - 10 years

For the warranty to be good the sign has to have been 
purchased from a company that was using only the 
manufacturer’s matched components (like ink) and follows 

FIGURE 4. Retroreflectivity through the black lettering was 
more than required for the white.

FIGURE 3. Curve sign less than 5 years old installed on 
KDOT project.
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The KAC’s Research Report, 
“Demographics & Taxation Report  
2015-16”, is now available online.  

This report focuses on county information 
from the 2015 mill levy sheets and 2016 

county budgets.
This and previous KAC Research  
Reports are available online at:

http://kansascounties.org/354/Research-
Reports

their manufacturing procedures. The problem is that many 
years later we don’t have the documentation to make a 
warranty claim. So far the warranty does not mean much, 
but there is a solution, and it will not cost you any money!

I didn’t know a lot about how signs are manufactured, but 
I learned a lot during this investigation. There are mostly 
good sign companies, but we need to stay away from those 
that may not know what they are doing. To that end I have 
developed some good simple sign specifications that any 
county can use. The important points are:
•	 Requires sign manufacturer’s name and year on the 

sign face.
•	 Includes a standard warranty from the sheeting 

manufacturer.
•	 Obtain certification from the manufacturer that they 

provided a match component system. 
•	 Obtain a letter from the sheeting manufacture that the 

plant was inspected and meets their requirements. 

This specification assures you have a quality product 
that has a warranty and can be tracked back to the 
manufacturer. It also keeps companies from bidding 
that cannot assure us of a durable product. This sample 
specification has been vetted with major sign companies 
and is available in the Signing folder in the Document 
Center of the KCHA website.  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.

“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. 

Want more news?
KAC provides additional content on 

Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. 
Follow us for up-to-the-minute 

information!
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