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First up --- historically, there has been confusion and a lack of clear expectations on what 

does and does not require a design exception

• Let’s start with a quiz
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• FALSE --- This has caused confusion in the past, as it reduces a standard design element

• Ditch width by itself does not require a design exception, but needs to be vetted by the 

design team to ensure it is best for the project

• HOWEVER….. If the reduced ditch width results in the toe of the backslope being in the 

clear zone, then that may require a design exception if the ditch configuration falls 

outside the preferred ditch section

5



6



• TRUE --- This may often be done just because it makes common sense from a 

constructability congruency perspective

• Likely to get approval if it makes sense and is very limited

• Makes sense if numerous cross-sections before and after are 5:1, but BE CAREFUL with 

this.  If slopes bounce back and forth between 6:1 and 5:1, strongly consider making the 

5:1’s into 6:1’s to make it congruent.
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• New Road Design Manual more clearly specifies which elements require a design 

exception.

• Number 1: Many things go into design speed selection, not just reading the table.  We 

won’t be diving into the intricacies of design speed selection here….. But as it relates to 

the design exception world…… a design speed that is LESS THAN what is in the table 

requires a design exception.

• Number 2:  Like the old Pontiac Grand Prix advertisements tout…….wider is better!  So if 

anyone wants to incorporate a 17’ wide driving lane…. Good news … you don’t need a 

design exception!  If you go narrower, not the case.

• Remember….. This applies to shoulders, passing lanes, and turn lanes as well.

• Number 3:  Remember….. This applies to passing lanes and turn lanes as well.

• Number 4:  As any good old Geotech will tell you….. Flatter is better!!  So go ahead….. 

Flatten that slope and leave it out of the design exception.  Just get ready to answer to 

our Environmental friends and your friendly DA!

• Number 5:  Don’t forget to check the sight distance around a horizontal 

curve….particularly in cut sections!

14



• Number 7:

• Sag vertical curves -- the key is headlight illumination.  Can be critical when 

approaching a stop sign or in high pedestrian areas.

• Grades -- only if steeper, not flatter…..DUH.

• NOTE:  These are now combined…..used to be separate

• Number 8:  Let’s try to avoid peeling off the top on too many semis.

• Number 9:  An obstruction is anything harmful to an errant vehicle, including:

• bridge piers

• critical side slopes

• non-preferred ditch sections

• non-traversable culvert ends

• Take a note here…… a 24” culvert with a FETS is not traversable!

• Number 10:  Applies to ANY approach….. public, private, AND farm field

• Number 11:  For all those structures we build to less than the structural capacity 

stipulated in the MDT structures manual, we need a design exception.  ☺
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• Template has been updated to be more robust and to better document the steps that 

were taken, factors that were considered, and mitigation measures implemented

• Also matches changes in Road Design Manual

• Meets FHWA requirements for NHS
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• Templates (PoDI and non-PoDI) are available on the intranet and the external internet 

web pages
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• Format

• Content

• What we’re looking for

• Description of what the design exception is for

• Graphical display (electronic or paper)

• Reasons for it

• Reasons we can’t design to standards

• Mitigation measures (additional mitigation measures, not just 

improvements to the facility that we’re doing as part of the project 

anyway)

• Options considered

• Safety implications

• Only PoDI’s require FHWA approval
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Example of Executive Summary section
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Example of safety impact analysis
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Example of graphical display
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Example of graphical display
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So when is the appropriate time to get a design exception approved?
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• As the old adage goes…… the sooner the better.

• More than one design exception is okay.

• Buy-in from the design team and formal approval is best as soon as it is known that a 

design exception is forthcoming.
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Let’s look at a good example of design team member making a case for a design exception 

to the design team.

This type of supporting justification is perfect for a design exception report.
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• Avoid putting approver in an uncomfortable position of feeling pressured to approve the 

design exception because it’s too late to say no

• Avoids extensive redesign effort and propensity for errors late in the process
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General discussion on what are viable reasons for a design exception

• Reducing/Eliminating R/W

• Wetlands

• Constructability

• Sliver fills/cuts

• Consistency with adjacent slopes

• Etc.

• Cost

• Grading, R/W, etc.

• Project delay

• Does sacrificing design standards now warrant getting the new road built 

now instead of a year or two later?

• Others reasons?
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Spiral curve requirements:  New criteria.  Old standard required spirals on flatter curves 

than is required with the new standard.  Do you need a design exception if you choose to 

maintain the old standard?  It depends…..
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