BIG IDEAS SERIES
Transportation
County Road Statistics
There are about 1,309 miles of roads in unincorporated Shawnee County. Shawnee County is responsible
for 341 miles, most of which are paved, and the Kansas Department of Transportation (KDOT) and Kansas
Turnpike Authority (KTA) maintain the 158 miles of highways and interstate. Townships are responsible
for the remaining mileage, though in some cases, they contract out maintenance to the county. In ten of
the twelve townships, most township roads remain unpaved. The exceptions are Soldier and Mission
Townships, with most roads paved due to the amount of development.

Roadway Classification in Shawnee County
Every road in the county is classified by its function. Classifications depend on the speed of travel and
access to surrounding properties. Generally, local governments maintain three roadway classifications:
•

•

Arterials can carry the most traffic at high speeds while providing little access to adjacent properties.
Arterials typically move people and goods across the County and between metropolitan regions. In
unincorporated Shawnee County, examples include state highways and the Kansas Turnpike.
Collectors are an intermediate road, providing some access to adjacent properties and connecting key
places within Shawnee County at moderate travel speeds. Collectors are almost always county roads.

Figure 1: Roadway Functional Classification
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•

Local roads carry less traffic, move vehicles at lower speeds, and provide direct access to most
adjacent properties. Local roads may be county roads or township roads.

Usually, federal funds can only be spent on collectors or arterials. The major exception is for bridges that
are structurally deficient or functionally obsolete. The following map depicts classifications in the county.

Findings & Conclusions:
1. Townships are responsible for most roadway mileage in unincorporated Shawnee County.
2. Roads that are more heavily traveled and areas that are more populated tend to have paved roads;
Townships with less population, especially in the west, have more gravel roads.
3. Only certain roads are eligible for federal funds; other roads rely exclusively on the local tax base.
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Roadway Maintenance Responsibilities
Roadway maintenance is split between the Kansas Department of Transportation (KDOT), Kansas Turnpike
Authority (KTA), Shawnee County, the Townships, and the City of Topeka. Shawnee County maintains 394
miles of roads. The twelve townships maintain 1,436 miles of roads. The county currently is maintaining
the roads in two of the townships as shown on Figure 2.

Figure 2: Roadway Maintenance Responsibility
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Commuting Patterns
Commuting patterns indicate how people travel to jobs. Figure 3 shows the number of commuters
between Topeka, Shawnee County, and areas outside of Shawnee County. Arrows indicate general flows
but not direction.
About 23,000 workers reside in Shawnee
County outside Topeka. Two thirds of them
work within Topeka City limits, and another
fifth commutes outside Shawnee County.
Only 13 percent work within the county
outside Topeka. As for Topeka residents,
nearly 4,400 work in the county and
another 11,800 work outside Shawnee
County. Overall, nearly 35,500 workers
commute into the county to work, mostly in
Topeka.
The 35,500 commuters from outside the
county but work within it come from all
directions. Most commuters that work in
Shawnee County but live elsewhere travel
from Douglas and Johnson Counties to the
east, Jackson and Jefferson Counties to the Figure 3: Commuting Patterns
north and northeast, and Osage County to
the south.
Findings & Conclusions:
1. Most people who live in unincorporated Shawnee County commute into Topeka to work. This
demonstrates an inherent and important tie between the City and the County.
2. More than one third of jobs in the county are filled by people who live outside the county. This
represents a large pool of potential Shawnee County residents.
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Typical Roadway Construction Costs
Expectations about the road surface types in unincorporated Shawnee County have changed as more
people have moved outside of the city limits of Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka and Willard. It is
very important to consider the cost of paving or reconstructing a road as an area transitions from rural to
either exurban or suburban. Assuming it is not necessary to acquire
additional right-of-way or relocate utilities, it typically costs $1
million per lane per mile to pave a road. As all roads need at least 2ROADWAY
lanes, paving a 1-mile road can be expected to cost at least $2 million
CONSTRUCTION COSTS
per mile.
Most county roads in unincorporated Shawnee County were
originally built to provide access to farms and ranches and to
transport agricultural products to market. Most were not intended
to support residential growth and development. It is important to
consider whether county taxpayers or homeowners benefitting
directly from the project should pay the costs of paving the road.
As exurban residential development has occurred over the last 50years in unincorporated Shawnee County, the plat exemption
process allowed homes to be built on 3-acre tracts with 200-feet of
frontage along any public road. This exurban pattern of residential
development leaves about 355 acres undeveloped in the interior of
sections of land which often remains in agricultural production. The
plat exemption process does not require the mandatory dedication
of rights-of-way for future street improvements; nor does it require
new homeowners to pay road impact fees to support future roadway
improvements needed due an area transitioning from rural to
exurban.
In suburban areas, the per home cost of paving a road is a function
of the net density of development. Suburban development can fill in
the interior portion of sections that have experienced residential
growth around its perimeter. About 15% of the 355 acres would go
to new rights-of-way in the interior of the section leaving about 300
acres to be divided into residential lots.

PER HOME
In exurban areas, as many as
52 homes can be built on 3acre tracts along a 1-mile
road. Thus, the cost per
home of paving a road in
exurban areas is a minimum
of $40,000.

In suburban areas with
homes built on 3-acre lots,
as many as 102 homes can
split the cost of paving a
road. In suburban areas with
½ acre lots, as many as 352
lots can split the cost of
paving a road. Thus, the cost
per home of paving a road
in suburban areas at a
minimum ranges from
$5,700 to $20,000.

Findings & Conclusions:
1. Exurban development creates expectations for urban services, but is at a density too low to support
those urban services; this leads to an endemic gap in expectations and service provision.
2. Suburban development also creates expectations for urban services. However, the higher densities of
suburban development make it possible to provide higher levels of urban services. Overall, it depends
on the average lot size with smaller lots making higher levels of service possible.
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Active Transportation
Shawnee County supports active modes of transportation through efforts like their Complete Streets
policy. It encourages streets to be designed for all users, including cars, bicycles pedestrians, and transit.
There are some sidewalks in the unincorporated county, though they are mostly scattered in suburban
and exurban areas near Topeka. There is also a sidewalk extending south along Wanamaker from Topeka
to Washburn Rural High School. Most trails in the county are found within Topeka itself. However, the
Landon Nature Trail extends past Berryton into unincorporated Shawnee County. Several parks including
Lake Shawnee also have loop trails that are excellent for recreation.
These characteristics are typical of
rural
counties.
However,
unincorporated Shawnee County is
more developed than most counties.
Efforts should be made to connect
activity generators including densely
developed areas, schools, and
employment
centers
through
sidewalks, sidepaths, or trails. While
not every area needs sidewalks,
circulation for pedestrians and
bicyclists should be considered as
recreational amenities and as
alternative forms of transportation.
Much of the work can be
accomplished as roads are upgraded
to higher standards, as occurred
along Wanamaker.
Findings & Conclusions:
1. Shawnee County supports Complete Streets, and some areas have access to sidewalks and trails.
2. Efforts should be made to create an active transportation circulation system of sidewalks and trails
that connects activity generators like schools, employment centers, and densely populated areas. This
provides additional recreation amenities and allows for active modes of transportation to flourish.
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Transit
Currently, the Topeka Metro Transit Authority (TMTA) provides transit service within the city limits of
Topeka. However, several key employment centers are just outside Topeka. TMTA has considered
extending transit to these employment centers, but it currently does not have enough funding.
Employment centers and transit routes can be seen on the next page.
TMTA has also discussed establishing new routes to connect Topeka to other regional cities such as
Lawrence, Manhattan, or Emporia. If a regional route was established connecting Topeka with
Manhattan, it might be possible to have stops in Silver Lake and Rossville.

Figure 4: Employment Accessibility by Transit

Findings & Conclusions:
1. TMTA has not extended existing routes to connect to major employment centers located outside
Topeka city limits due to funding limitations. There may an opportunity to work with employers and
TMTA to provide limited transit service for workers.
2. TMTA has not created new routes linking Topeka with other regional cities due to funding limitations.

BIG IDEAS SERIES
Transportation
Transportation Planning in Shawnee County
The Metropolitan Topeka Planning
Organization (MTPO) is responsible for
long range transportation planning
and
programming
within
the
Metropolitan Planning Area (MPA).
Figure 5 depicts the current
boundaries of the MPA. Projects
proposed for federal funding within
this area must be programmed in the
Transportation Improvement Program
(TIP) developed by the MTPO.
Regionally significant projects also
must be programmed in the TIP. The
Kansas Department of Transportation
provides federal funding ever year to
MTPO
to
pay
for
regional
transportation planning.
Findings & Conclusions:
1. All of Shawnee County served as
the MPA for transportation
planning purposes from 1974 until
2004.
2. Shawnee County could benefit
from the expansion of the MPA to
again include the entire County.
3. Doing so could help improve
coordination with the county,
townships, cities, KDOT, and KTA
by bringing everyone to the table
as decisions are made.

Figure 5: MTPO Metropolitan Planning Area
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Goals and Policy Recommendations
Goals:
• Prioritize the maintenance of existing infrastructure
• Improve mobility and access throughout the county for all modes of transportation
• Increase safety for all modes of transportation
• Use transportation investments to enhance the quality of life
• Use transportation investments to guide development and grow the economy
Policy Recommendations:
• Plan and review developments considering existing, maintenance, and expansion of transportation
facilities; adopting a Capital Improvements Program may also increase the certainty of future road
improvements.
• Guide development to areas with existing underutilized infrastructure, like exurban development with
undeveloped or underdeveloped interiors.
• Promote the development of an active transportation system of trails and sidewalks to improve the
mobility of groups that do not drive, including children and the elderly, to improve safety, and to
provide desirable amenities for residents.
• Consider the role of transit in the development of Shawnee County’s economy.
• Encourage the MPTO to expand its boundaries to again include all of Shawnee County to improve the
planning and coordination of transportation investments.
• Coordinate with other taxing jurisdictions to encourage they are utilizing existing transportation
infrastructure to its fullest.

