Asphalt Recycling in Washington State Counties

Introduction to Asphalt Recycling

Over the last 25 years, a number of technological advances have stimulated dramatic growth in the asphalt recycling and reclamation industry.  With soaring demand for our nation’s roadways coupled with decreasing budgets for maintenance, construction and preservation, state and local transportation departments are faced with the daunting task of repairing the public infrastructure in a safe, efficient manner while fulfilling the environmental expectations of our “green society”.  Asphalt recycling benefits include:
· Reuse and conservation of non-renewable natural resources

· Preservation of the environment
· Reduction in land filling

· Energy conservation

· Reduced delays for the public during construction

· Shorter construction time frames

· Increased traffic safety in work zones

· Retention of roadway geometry and clearances

· Pavement profile and cross slope corrections

· Pavement smoothness and reflective cracking corrections

· Cost savings over traditional methods

· Improvement in pavement performance and physical structure properties

Asphalt recycling and reclamation are powerful tools in the battle to rehabilitate and restore damaged roadways, but it must be recognized that not all roadways are appropriate candidates for these techniques.  Sound engineering judgment and decision-making will usually prevent a project from becoming a costly experiment at the public’s expense.  
With population growth and economic development spurring the expansion of the paved highway system over the last 50 to 70 years, initial construction cost was the most important factor to building the system with little to no thought about the costs to maintain the system on an ongoing basis.  However, as the system began to reach maturity, traffic volumes and gross vehicle weights increased. Coupled with shrinking budgets and stricter environmental regulation, more emphasis is being placed on preventative maintenance and preservation of the existing roadways.
Asphalt is already the most commonly recycled construction material in North America and recycling asphalt materials is not a new concept.  Many cold recycling/rehabilitation projects were accomplished in the early 1900’s and the industry made few technological advances until the oil crisis of the 1970’s.  Development of more efficient and effective milling equipment spawned a renewed interest in asphalt recycling that continues today.  The Asphalt Recycling and Reclamation Association, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, published the “Basic Asphalt Recycling Manual” in 2001 and County Road Administration Board distributed copies to the 39 counties in 2003.
Society is more aware of the effects of any type of development on the environment than at any other time in history.  Environmentally responsible construction goals can only be met by proving that asphalt recycling is energy and resource conservative, cost effective, and technically achievable. There are five broad categories of asphalt recycling to consider:
· Cold Planing

· Hot Recycling

· Hot In-Place Recycling

· Cold Recycling

· Full Depth Reclamation

There are many variations of these categories that can be assembled into an asphalt recycling system. Cold Planing and Reclaimed Asphalt Pavement have won wide acceptance, while Full Depth Reclamation and Hot In-Place Recycling are both gaining more recognition in the local agency construction arena.
Status of Asphalt Recycling on County Road Projects in Washington State

With only nineteen asphalt producers and a few asphalt planing and reclaiming contractors in Washington State, increasing the use of recycled asphalt products by county road and public works departments at first seems to be daunting tasks at best.  Preliminary indications have found that many counties already are using recycled asphalt products on many of their current construction projects.  While it is possible to increase the number of construction projects using recycled asphalt, attention must be given to insuring the success of projects by selecting the right technique for the right results on the right project.  Project selection criteria must be established that assess pavement condition, climatic effects, construction and material defects, surface and subsurface problems, traffic volumes and characteristics, safety, contractor availability and overall cost benefit.  Over enthusiastic use of the recycling methods merely for the sake of increasing the appearance of environmental responsibility could lead to some projects costing more than is beneficial and failing to perform as advertised. The resulting failures would reinforce eroding public opinion of the local government’s ability to deliver on the promise to invest the public’s tax dollars wisely.  Limitations exist with all methods of asphalt recycling and only sound engineering judgment and experienced contractors will produce the results necessary to satisfy the cost and environmental opportunities of the processes.
Finding ways to maximize those opportunities will require an increased commitment from the asphalt producers and recyclers to increase capacity to perform the projects available, on time and on budget.  Without this commitment of resources from the private sector, many projects that could benefit from increased asphalt recycling will remain unable to comply.  Increased capacity must also be better distributed geographically across the state so that more jurisdictions can take advantage of contractor availability with reduced mobilization.  Experienced contractors will be in great demand and new contractors entering the field will need to provide consistent acceptable results in order to remain in competition for the increased number of projects.  Since investment in the equipment necessary to accomplish the work is sizable, established contractors with proven records of accomplishment and performance should be encouraged to expand into the field. As the cost of operation increases, some contractor’s profit margins may begin to erode and the possibilities for failures in contract completion within scope and budget parameters will increase.
While the opportunity to maximize the use of recycled asphalt products is a laudable goal, there are challenges and pitfalls to be faced. Results can be achieved over time if there is cooperation and commitment by the State Legislature, Department of Transportation, the 39 counties of the state and the asphalt producers and recyclers of Washington.
