
THE BEST 
OF THE ROADSIDES 

When the National Roadside Vegetation Management Association held its 
conference last fall, it named annual contest winners. Here are brief profiles 

of three outstanding programs. 

The use of wildflowers along North Carolina's highways wasn't implemented as a cost saving measure, says Bill 
Johnson of the state's DOT. Their purpose is simply to bring color to the roadway. 

Innovation in N. Carolina 
by Jerry Roche, editor 

Landscape engineer Bill Johnson 
and the North Carolina Depart-
ment of Transportation took the 

NRVMA award in the state/federal 
category. Johnson, one of the founders 
of the NRVMA, likes to think of him-
self on the cutting edge of the indus-
try. 

"We try to be innovative," he 
notes. "We try to do things first, 
change things, look at new programs. 
We really react well to public senti-
ment and public influence on our pro-
gram." 

One of Johnson's pet projects is his 
wildflower program. 

"There was a lot of interest in wild-
flowers. We reacted quickly. We seem 
to have been a little more blessed with 
resources than some groups across the 
nation. 

"The wildflower program is proba-
bly the most popular thing I've ever 
seen happen in DOT. It's more popu-
lar than roads, really. The response is 
overwhelming. It's a visible change." 

Johnson said he heard his boss 
speaking to a group recently, saying 

that he's been complimented on four 
things—and three had been on the 
wildflowers. 

"We can't save money using wild-
flowers," Johnson continues. "That 
was not its purpose. The purpose was 
to add color to the roads, to improve 
aesthetics, to give an interest that is 
fairly low-maintenance." 

What is spent on the wildflower 
program—and more—is saved by im-
plementing plant growth regulator 
and low-volume herbicide spraying 
programs. 



"We have documented cost sav-
ings on both of those," says Johnson. 
"The wi ldf lower program is about 
$250,000 a year. The other savings are 
considerably more than that ." 

Controlling vegetation in North Car-
olina is no small task. The 400-person 
Landscape Unit main ta ins 285,000 
acres of routinely-mowed vegetation 
and nearly 300,000 total acres with re-
forested areas included. This acreage is 
among the nation's largest state-main-
tained highway system with more than 
76,000 miles of roadways. 

Because of its location smack-dab 
in the middle of the transition zone, 
the state DOT maintains a good work-
ing relationship with North Carolina 
State University, especially Dr. Joe Di-
Paolo (who made the NRVMA award 
nominat ion) . DiPaolo has done re-
search on turfgrass species that has 
saved Johnson some money. 

DiPaolo, in his nomination letter, 
notes a 50 percent savings in roadside 
vegetation control in North Carolina 
with the use of maleic hydrazide or 
m e f l u i d i d e + c h l o r s u l f u r o n as 
growth regulators on tall fescue. 

"In 1971, fescue was used into the 
ocean and was certainly not adapted 
to a large part of the state," observes 
Johnson. "We now use three different 
warm-season grasses. We also use reg-
ular Kentucky-31 tall fescue, blue-
grass and some of the hard fescues in 
our cool-season mixes. Centipede is a 
warm-season material that we ' re very 
interested in. It's shown some adapta-
tion into the cool-season areas be-
cause of its low m a i n t e n a n c e . It 's 
really a no-mow type of material ." 

And how's this for planting? In prepa-
ration for the 1987 summer Olympic 
Festival, the DOT planted an unbelieva-

"The wildflower program is 
probably the most popular thing I've 
ever seen happen in DOT," says Bill 
Johnson of the North Carolina DOT. 

ble 53,000 dozen annual flowers, 2,100 
junipers, 1,900 crepe myrtles, 1,000 pam-
pasgrass plants, 5,000 daylil ies and 
28,000 canna l i l i e s a long 20 in te r -
changes—in six months. 

Finally, one more new program 
with which the DOT is experiment ing 
i n v o l v e s t h e s t a t e ' s W i l d l i f e Re-

sources Commission. Recognizing 
that roadsides serve as a linear wild-
life refuge, a pilot project provides 
roadside feeding areas for small game. 

"An added benefit is that this should 
reduce our maintenance costs," says the 
ever-frugal Johnson. "We want our 
roadsides to be more attractive to people 
and an asset to wildlife as well. From 
these projects we will be able to develop 
a program that could receive wider ap-
plication in the future. 

Two decades of control 

Ray Dickens, Ph.D., professor of 
turf management at Auburn 
Univers i ty , was presented 

with the NRVMA's award in the aca-
demic category in appreciation of two 
decades of service to managing road-
side vegetation. 

Dr. Dickens initiated and devel-
oped A u b u r n ' s f irs t c o u r s e in 
turfgrass management soon after join-
ing its academic staff in 1968. Today, 
as the primary consultant to the Ala-
bama Highway Department, he re-
mains among the pioneers doing ef-

by Will Perry, managing editor 

f e c t i v e r e s e a r c h on m a n a g i n g 
roadside vegetation. 

His early work showed the effec-
t iveness and economy of weeping 
lovegrass as a temporary cover when 
seeded in a seed mixture. At the same 
time, he was helping identify the 
areas on which crown vetch, an at-
tractive cover, is adapted. 

Dr. Dickens also provided the re-
search n e e d e d to s e l e c t Sericea 
lespedeza adapted for acid road cuts. 
This cooperative work resulted in the 
r e l e a s e of t w o c u l t i v a r s recom-

mended specifically for highways: in-
terstate and Interstate 76. 

Dr. Dickens ' recent research on 
highway vegetation has emphasized 
chemical growth control, particulary 
MSMA and 2,4-D, in lieu of mechan-
ical mowing. Dr. Dickens' cost-effec-
tiveness studies of fan-cage sprayers 
compared to other application meth-
ods is indicative of research that has 
resulted in a sharp drop in mainte-
nance costs for the state of Alabama 
Highway Department. 

Dr. Dickens' research is largely re-


