
Practice Explanation:  The number of utilities using the rights-of-way has grown as a result of an ever-
growing population, growth of suburban communities, demand for additional services and 
developments in technology. Frequent personnel changes have further compounded One Call 
compliance abilities for municipal project owners.  The computer age has taken over 30 years to reach 
many small municipal water and sewer system owners.  GIS and GPS are great tools that will lead to 
significant improvements to utility locations in the future.   The best way to get the best x, y and z 
locates is to employ Subsurface Utility Engineering (SUE), Quality Levels A and B (QL-A & QL-B).  

The real point is that we need to rethink all stakeholders’ belief over many years where it was thought 
to address the problem at the tail-end of the construction process.  The Common Ground Alliance’s 
(CGA) knowledge of the situation has evolved over the past twenty years.  New technologies have led to 
a different way to tackle utility locates.  NUCA is suggesting a forward approach where we start the 
utility locate initiative on the front-end of the process rather than expecting the contractor (crew and 
equipment) to locate the utilities during the construction phase placing the public and the crew in 
harm’s way.  

1Inaccurate utility location data during the preconstruction phase has a detrimental effect on 
construction and leads to:  

• Increased risks for contractors 
• Increased contract bids  
• Increased costs due to change orders and claims  
• Project delays 
• Increased safety risks to contractors and the traveling public because of longer lasting work 

zones and the threat of hitting live underground utilities 

The fact is that delays in completing projects due to utility strikes, relocation issues and conflicts create 
safety risks, traffic congestion, and add inconvenience and expense to businesses, taxpayers, motorists, 
contractors, utilities and adjacent property owners.  NUCA believes we no longer can continue to act in 
the same manner as we have for a number of decades. Times change. Technologies change.  We also 
must change our methodology to answer the challenge of today, but more important, for tomorrow. 

Technology is changing from open trenching to more and more directional drilling and boring. Pre-
construction utility location information detailing x, y and z positions will develop increasingly more 
important as newer technologies become more utilized on construction sites.  Noting the use of QL-A on 
drawings (verified vertical and verified horizontal) on site plans will give excavators a trusted level of 
confidence in the data knowing the data has been verified in accordance with SUE standard of care.   

Another ever developing change is GPS technology that was officially introduced as a guidance system 
for earthmoving machines in the late 1990’s.   The machine control system uses site design information 
combined with accurate positioning technology to automatically control equipment. The site design, 
typically created by an engineering firm, can be imported from the original design file into the machine's 
GPS display and can be used for grade and raising the boom and bucket to maintain the predetermined 
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design grade.  GPS continues to be integrated in the construction industry and soon will be an industry 
standard. With this technology on the horizon, it’s another indicator that SUE QLA and QLB that provide 
the coordinate of x, y and z planes, is the direction we must move toward to raise overall efficiency and 
reduce costs of the ever-increasing prices of infrastructure projects. 

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) recognized the use of SUE decades ago and soon pushed 
state highway departments to use SUE to reduce utility relocate and conflict issues.  They understood 
the high cost of delays associated with such events (15% of federal aid projects reported utility delays2).  
Local projects also can find cost savings by utilizing SUE on water and sewer projects.  The FHWA 
provides for delay claim procedures and payment.  This same type of forward thinking is the initiative 
needed to change the mindset from the tail end to the front end of the construction process. For those 
project owners that opt to ignore the sound data supporting cost savings, they should compensate the 
contractor for utility related extra delay claims. This TR incentivizes the project owner to utilize SUE and 
its cost savings or pay the contractor delay claims for declining to use SUE technology QL-A and QL-B.  In 
this manner, all Project Owners are motivated to embrace SUE.   

To reduce the argument of another unfunded mandate by local entities, state funding should be made 
available through every state infrastructure investment authority disbursing the Federal EPA Clean 
Water and Drinking Water State Revolving Funds.  Each state can choose to provide grants or low 
interest loans.  The result is cost savings and improved safety during the construction phase. 
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