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Why We Decommission Roads - 

Economic Implications of Removing Forest Roads 

 

The Forest Service has actively pursued reducing the total number of NFS roads through 

targeting unneeded roads for decommissioning or conversion to other uses.  Federal regulation 

directs the agency to identify the road system needed for land management, that’s 

environmentally responsible, and considers likely future funding. Adverse effects of roads on 

the natural environment are widely recognized.  However, many individuals have cited 

economics as a motivation for decommissioning unneeded roads.  This argument would hold 

more value if the economist could fully value the environment effects associated with a road in 

addition to the cost of keeping it or removing it.    

Considering the global economics of a road system is typically beyond the ability of land 

managers.  However, road managers are routinely faced with a straight forward financial 

decision.  “What is the difference in cost between decommissioning a road or maintaining the 

road into the future?”    

One of the simplest ways to approach this question is to determine the breakeven point 

between the present value of decommissioning and a uniform series of annual road 

maintenance costs.  In other words, how long can you maintain a mile of road for the same 

price of decommissioning it?  Using average costs and a discount rate of 4%, Exercise 1 shows 

that it is cheaper to store a road in Maintenance Level 1 forever than it is to decommission the 

road.  This is done by comparing the present value of the decommissioning with the present 

value of a perpetual annual series of road maintenance.  (See the attached calculations.) 

If you’re not going to consider the time value of money, the breakeven point would be only 

thirty years.  (If you don’t consider a discount rate for the time value of money, loan me $100 

today and I will gladly repay you the $100 thirty years from now.)   

 

What’s the point?  It takes a very long time to recover the investment in road decommissioning 

with reduced road maintenance spending.  The sample calculation indicates that you will never 

recover to cost of decommissioning.  If it turns out that you need access over that corridor 

again in the future, the economic difference is even greater.     

Present Value of a perpetual series:    Pmtce = a/i = $200/mi / 0.04 = $5000/mi  

Present Value of decommissioning:     Pdecom = $6000/mi              Note:   Pmtce < Pdecom 



The sample calculations show that if you need to construct new road in 25 years as an option to 

storing the road and reconditioning the road when needed, it costs about three times as much.  

The shorter the time interval between entries, the greater the difference in cost.  The longer 

the time between entries, the closer the options become.  However, the present cost of 

decommissioning plus new construction will always be greater than the present cost of the 

uniform series of annual road maintenance plus the road reconditioning.  This occurs because 

as the time interval increases, the present cost of future new construction and the present cost 

of future road reconditioning approach zero.  The present cost of road decommissioning will 

always be greater than the present value of a perpetual uniform series for road maintenance.  

(See calculations – Case 3) 

Decommissioning roads can affect the value of remaining timber stands.  A fundamental 

principle of harvest area planning is to amortize the road cost over multiple entries.  

Decommissioning roads when there are future access needs results in greater road cost for 

those remaining timber stands.  This reduces the value of the remaining commercial timber and 

limits forest restoration options due to increased transportation costs.   

Decommissioning unauthorized (or non-system) roads represents a significant investment, but 

does not increase available funding for road maintenance.   Decommissioning roads in 

Maintenance Level 1 (long-term storage) or Maintenance Level 2 (managed for high clearance 

vehicles) also does not increase road maintenance funding.  Removing these roads from the 

system simply means there will be fewer miles of road receiving almost no maintenance.   

The real benefits from road decommissioning are ecological, not financial. 

 

What do we know for sure?   

 All roads impact the natural environment.  Some are much worse than others. 

 You can keep forest roads for a long time at a low standard while preserving your access 

options. This is often much cheaper than decommissioning. 

 Once you decommission a road, it’s difficult to reestablish that access. 

 Decommissioning a road that might be used for future timber access affects the value of 

those remaining stands.  This cost is rarely accounted for in decisions to decommission 

roads. 

 Fire behavior is becoming more extreme.  We can predict the number of ignitions, but 

not the locations.  Road access is handy for fire response.  Loses due to limited fire 

access are not part of the breakeven analysis. 



 Managers are not always very good at identifying ongoing road access needs.  Few 

forests have a reliable 5-Year Vegetation Management Plan.  No one has a thirty or forty 

year plan.  It’s not uncommon to see road built on the same location multiple times in 

the same decade.   

 Forest restoration projects rarely generate enough value to pay for road development.   

 

 

 

Suggestions: 

 One of the primary goals of road decommissioning is for watershed restoration.  

Preliminary research is indicating that 90% of road related sediment is coming from 5% 

of the roads.  Focus on finding those problem locations and spend our limited funding 

on mitigating the problems. (BMPs, Reconstruction, Relocation)  

 Unneeded roads that fall in that problem 5% should be targeted for decommissioning. 

It’s worth the investment. 

 Spend the majority of your available road funds keeping the drainage working on the 

existing road system.  Most roads should be as self-maintaining as possible.   

 Provide a high level of maintenance for the handful of most important recreation roads.   

 Local roads should only be reconditioned to highway vehicle standards when needed 

and funded by forest restoration projects. Return them to storage when you are 

finished. 

 Chasing road decommissioning target puts the program focus on the easiest road miles, 

not the 5% causing the greatest impact to water quality.   

  



 

Road Storage Vs. Decommissioning 

Sample Calculations 

 

Assume:  Average Cost to Decommission in R1 = $6,000 per mile 

     Average Cost of New Construction = $50,000 per mile 

     Average Cost to Recondition a Stored Road = $10,000 mile 

     Average Annual Maintenance Cost to Store Roads (ML 1) = $200 per mile 

     Annual Discount Rate for Time Value = 4% 

Case 1 – Decommission vs. Maintain Forever 

Present Value of road decommissioning - $6000 / mile 

Present value of a perpetual annual series maintenance - P = a/i = $200/mi / 0.04 = $5000 / mile 

Note:  Pmtce < Pdecom   You can store the road forever cheaper than decommissioning. 

 

Case 2 – Access Is Needed in 25 Years 

Option 1 – Decommission the road and build a new road in 25 years. 

 Popt 1 = $6000/mi + $50,000(1) = $24,756/mile 
       (1+0.04)25    
        

Option 2 – Maintain the road for 25 years and recondition it when needed. 

 Popt 2 = $200/mi(1.0425-1) + $10,000/mi(1) = $6,876/mile 
  0.04(1.0425)                1.0425 

 

Note:  Popt 2 < Popt 1  Storing the road is about one third of the cost. 

 

 



 

 

Case 3 – Access is Needed a Long Time From Now 

Option 1 – Decommission the road and build a new road in the future. 

 Popt 1 = $6000/mi + $50,000/mi  
          1.04n 

Option 2 – Maintain the road  in storage and  recondition it when access is needed. 
 
 Popt 2 = $200/mi(1.04 

n–1)  +  $10,000/mi  
  0.04(1.04n)                       1.04n 
 
If n=300 years,  Popt 1 = $6000/mile  and    Popt2 = $5000/mile    
 
As ‘n’ gets very large, the present value of new construction and reconditioning approaches zero.  

 
Note:  It will always be cheaper to store the road rather than rebuild a new one. 
 




