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 Introduction 
 
Under 23 Code of Federal Regulations 420.209 (a)(7), as a condition for approval of FHWA planning and 
research funds for research activities, a State is required to conduct peer exchanges on a periodic basis. 
FHWA's Office of RD&T has administratively determined this to be every 5 years.  The objective of the 
peer exchange program is to give State transportation agencies a means to improve the quality and 
effectiveness of their research management processes. A peer exchange is a practical and effective tool 
to foster excellence in research, development, and technology transfer (RD&T2) program management by 
providing an opportunity for panelists to share best practices and management innovations with each 
other. 
 
The basic approach is to invite an outside panel of managers to meet with the host agency to discuss and 
review its RD&T2 management process or a specific focus area. Information on the host agency’s policies 
and procedures is shared with panel members prior to the meeting. During the peer exchange, panel 
members may meet with managers, staff, stakeholders, and customers to gain further insight into the host 
agency's program. The information gathered from the exchange is documented in a written report and 
presented to agency management. 
 
Peer Exchange Panel Members 
 
Cynthia Gerst Research Program Manager 

Ohio Department of Transportation 
 
Cynthia Gerst is the Research Program Manager for the Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT). She 
joined ODOT in 2009 as a Project Manager in the Office of Innovation, Partnerships, and Energy.  Her 
skills in developing grant applications resulted in $52 million of discretionary awards for ODOT.  In March 
2011, Cynthia became the ODOT Research Program Manager, and the program was simultaneously 
expanded to include the DOT Library. 

 
Vanessa Goetz, P.E. Secondary Road Research Engineer 

Iowa Department of Transportation 
Research and Technology Bureau 

 
Vanessa Goetz is the Secondary Road Research Engineer in the Research and Technology Bureau of 
the Iowa Department of Transportation. She is responsible for promoting, conducting, monitoring, and 
reporting research projects that will improve secondary road performance. She has been with the Bureau 
since June of 2011. She previously was a Materials Engineer Intern in the Office of Materials for eight 
years, where she was responsible for approval of new suppliers and manufacturers of various materials 
with main focus on Epoxy Coated Steel Reinforcement and Treated Wood Products. She has an 
undergraduate degree in Industrial Engineering from Iowa State University. 
 
Jack Jernigan, Ph.D. Team Director 

Research & Technology Program Development & Partnership Team 
Office of Corporate Research, Technology, and Innovation Management 
Turner-Fairbank Highway Research Center 
Federal Highway Administration 

 
Dr. Jack Jernigan is the Team Director for the Federal Highway Administration’s (FHWA) Research and 
Technology (R&T) Program Development and Partnership Team at the Turner-Fairbank Highway 
Research Center in McLean, Virginia. Jack’s team is responsible for: 1) stewardship of the State Planning 
and Research Program, Part II; 2) legislative and budget issues related to FHWA’s R&T program; 3) 
fostering partnerships within the R&T community nationally and internationally; 4) the Transportation 
Pooled Fund program; 5) FHWA’s involvement in the National Cooperative Highway Research Program; 
and 6) fostering innovation delivery for R&T products. Before joining FHWA in 2002, Jack worked for 
more than 15 years as a highway safety researcher for the Virginia Department of Transportation. Jack 
has a BA, MA, and Ph.D. in Sociology from the University of Virginia. 
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The IHRB serves as an Advisory Board to the Iowa DOT.  While the Iowa DOT oversees funding of 
primary, secondary, and municipal road projects, the IHRB oversees the selection of research 
projects and researchers for projects involving secondary and municipal roads.  Contracts for IHRB 
projects are issued by Iowa DOT. 
 
Solicitation and Selection Process for the IHRB 
The IHRB identifies, prioritizes and selects projects on an annual basis.  In addition to the annual 
selection, projects of merit (or emergency) can be identified and programed “off-cycle”.  The IHRB 
also considers novel idea projects.  Typically, novel projects are accompanied by higher costs and 
higher risks; however, these projects tend to have a greater impact that is more long-term.  Outside 
projects or projects that include joint funding from a separate source, such as USGS or a municipality, 
are also considered.  
 
The schedule for the selection process is designed around the academic calendars of the two Iowa 
universities.  Focus groups are held in January/February to solicit for ideas.  Attendees at these focus 
groups include representatives from industry, DOT, counties, and locals.  There is no standard form 
required to recommend a project.  A vote is taken at the IHRB meeting and a quorum of 8 votes is 
required in order for a project to move forward.  In the event a project that is under consideration was 
submitted by a board member (e.g.: the University of Iowa), that member will abstain from the voting.  
The IHRB develops the scopes and RFPs and then issues the solicitation.  Universities are aware 
that recommending a project to the IHRB does not guarantee that their institution will be awarded the 
project following the solicitation.  Also, universities may be asked to work with other institutions in 
order to combine aspects of two proposals into one collaborative project. 
 
Typically, 20-25 projects are submitted to the IHRB.  Of these, approximately 10-15 may be funded 
based on availability of funds.  Currently, funding on individual projects approved by the IHRB is 
allocated:  40% primary, 50% secondary, and 10% city. 
 
Local Research Project Types and Oversight of the IHRB 
The subject matter of the research projects conducted through the IHRB are vast including topics 
such as bridges, culverts, pavements, drainage, roadside management, and so forth.  In addition to 
“standard projects,” IHRB conducts engineering studies (e.g.: updating standards) and provides 
partial funding support for the USGS gauging network.  The IHRB has also supported projects 
investigating policy issues and provides the annual state required funding match to the Iowa LTAP 
program (approximately $140K). 
 
Each project funded by the IHRB has an advisory committee.  The committee oversees the project’s 
progress and provides technical review and guidance.  The advisory committee is also involved in the 
writing of the RFP and selection of the researcher.  The committees are comprised of various 
individuals from across the state that have an interest and expertise in the topic.  Each committee has 
a champion, who is typically the person who proposed the project.   A committee champion does not 
have to be a member of the IHRB.  In general, project advisory committees meet quarterly to discuss 
the project, but this may vary depending on the specific project. 
 
The Iowa County Engineers Association has a mentoring program in which retired county engineers 
serve as mentors for new county engineers.  
 
Challenges Acknowledged by the IHRB 
It is getting harder to get individuals involved on project advisory committees.  The use of technology 
(e.g.: email, “go-to meeting” sites, etc.) has provided some assistance in making it easier for people 
to participate, but it is still challenging to identify people with time available to serve. 
 
Assisting the newer generation of engineers to be aware of existing knowledge and understand what 
has already been done and how that could be applied can be challenging.  Coordination with Iowa 
LTAP has provided assistance in this particular area. 
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 RIC has a consultant on a 5-year task order contract to perform implementation activities 
as directed.  The agreement is written to allow for flexibility to package products 
specifically for use by locals as identified. 

 
A website is also available for information on projects, including final reports 
(http://www.lrrb.org/about.aspx). 
 
Solicitation and Selection for the LRRB 
The LRRB utilizes focus groups to brainstorm for project ideas.  This typically occurs during an 
annual meeting.  The project ideas are ranked by low/medium/high. To determine the level of interest 
in a particular project, the LRRB utilizes the website Idea Scale (http://mndot-lrrb.ideascale.com).  
This site allows for multiple stakeholders to review a project idea and give a “thumbs-up” or “thumps-
down” as to whether or not projects should be pursued.  Ideas must have a champion (either a local 
or MnDOT staff) in order to move forward.  Approved ideas are developed into proposals by 
researchers who are on master agreements.   The LRRB reviews and approves proposals. 
 
MnDOT provides administrative support and technical assistance on the projects; however, the LRRB 
monitors the progress of the projects.  All LRRB projects are tracked by MnDOT in the Automated 
Research Tracking System (ARTS).  ARTS is an Oracle based system that tracks all research 
activities involving MnDOT. 
 
Local Research Project Types of Oversight of the LRRB 
The subject matter of the research projects conducted through the LRRB are vast including topics 
such as pavement management, implements of husbandry, trail corridor management, rural road 
safety, and so forth.   Each project that goes through the LRRB is assigned a Technical Advisory 
Panel (TAP).  These TAPs are similar to TRB committees/subcommittees in their structure and 
function.  Recently, the option of being a “friend” of a TAP was made available.  This allows for 
individuals and industry representatives to be involved or informed on projects that are of interest 
without having direct responsibilities.  When work on a research project has concluded, in addition to 
the TAP, the LRRB and RIC review the results and determine if further action (i.e.: implementation) is 
warranted.   
 
The LRRB also works directly with the Minnesota LTAP.  LTAP provides assistance in the 
coordination of various programs for the LRRB including the following:  
 Circuit Trainer Assistance Program 
 MN Maintenance Research Expo 

o Held annually to highlight various research results and activities 
 Operational Research Assistance (OPREA) 

o LRRB sets aside approximately $70K annually to fund OPERA 
o Maintenance staff of cities and counties can apply for $10K funding for applied research 

 
Challenges Acknowledged by the LRRB 
While the county gas tax includes the legislative set-aside for funding local research, the township 
gas tax does not include this direct funding requirement.  There is a general thought that it would be 
more equitable to have all who are benefiting from the collaborative expertize of the research to assist 
in incurring the costs. 

 
 
Focus Group Summary 
The discussion during the focus group covered a variety of topics ranging from overall Ohio local program 
potential design and funding to potential research topics.  Overall, local representatives indicated a strong 
interest in the concept and expressed a willingness to participate in the initiative.  Concerns were also 
expressed.  Below is a summary of the key topics discussed during the focus group.  

 Concern over this program being too “ODOT-ish” was expressed.  Locals do not want this 
program to feel like something is being forced on them by the state or that they are “step-
children.”  In general, the locals have a stronger connection with the ODOT District Offices than 
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 Historically, Ohio has had a strong project development/literature review process, anchored by 
the experience and national presence of previous leadership. There is a need to re-establish this 
expertise within the DOT so it can be transferred to local research activities appropriately. 

 Implementation is a critical research component.  This must be at the forefront of all projects. 
 At times, Ohio counties work independently on projects that could have a greater impact beyond 

their boarders.  The ORIL program could be a conduit for sharing this information and/or 
expanding the work/analysis to be applicable to additional entities as well as assist with funding. 

 
The Peer Exchange panel recommends the following course of action for Ohio to consider in pursing the 
development of a local research program: 

 Immediate next steps:  
o Create the ORIL Board.  A recommendation for the structure of the ORIL Board is 

provided below.  All Board members should have an alternate. 
 4 County Engineers 

 Nominated by the Ohio County Engineers Association 
 Serve a 4-year long term.  Rotation off the Board should be staggered 

 4 City Engineers 
 Serve a 4-year long term.  Rotation off the Board should be staggered 

 2 UTC/University Representatives 
 Serve a 2-year long term.  Rotation off the Board should be staggered 

 4 ODOT Technical Staff 
 Representative of four core transportation areas: Maintenance, 

Structures, Pavements/Materials, and Geotechnical. 
 Serve a 4-year long term.  Rotation off the Board should be staggered. 
 Include District staff in the appointments as appropriate; all ODOT 

representation should not be Central Office staff. 
 One of the ODOT Technical Staff members must also serve on the 

ODOT Standing Committee on Research (OSCOR) to ensure continuity 
and communication with the SP&R2 program. 

 3 Non-Voting members whose appointments do not expire. 
 1 FHWA Ohio Division  
 1 Ohio LTAP  
 1 ODOT Research Program  

o Either the Ohio LTAP or ODOT Research Program 
representative should serve as the Executive Secretary to the 
Board. 

o Conduct focus groups for the locals to inform them of this new concept, share ideas and 
concerns, encourage participation and gain “buy-in,” develop consensus, and identify 
potential research needs.  Consider utilizing ODOT District Offices as meeting locations 
to lessen travel demands on participants. 

o Utilize Ohio LTAP to effectively interact with our local roadway agencies. 
o Reach out to other organizations that service the locals to gain support and assistance 

such as the Ohio County Engineering Association, Ohio Township Association, MPOs, 
Regional Planning Organizations, and Ohio Public Works Commission. 

o Sustain an upward “flow” through ODOT leadership for continued support of the program. 
o As projects begin, focus on specific, high-impact project ideas that will make locals want 

to participate and be a part of more research. 
 
In addition, the peer exchange panel recommends that the following short- and long-term goals be kept in 
mind as the program is developed: 

 Short-term Goals: 
o Encourage the ORIL Board to develop the processes and procedures for how the 

program will function.  While the use of SP&R2 funds will dictate certain rules and 
regulations, the Board members (not ODOT) should determine how research ideas will 
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be identified, selected, prioritized, and managed.  This will instill a sense of ownership of 
the program in the locals and help make this program seem less “ODOT-ish”. 

o Develop a structure to allow for locals to provide a funding match.  For example, this 
could begin on a project-by-project basis and move towards an overall “fee” for program 
participation. 

 Long-term Goals: 
o Obtain legislative support for the program with a permanent funding stream (e.g.: 

establish a percentage of the fuel tax to be set-aside to fund local research activities).  
The ultimate goal is to have this program be self-sustaining and not reliant upon SP&R2 
funds in order to exist. 

 
 

 Ideas for Application by Member Agencies 
 
Each member of the peer exchange panel was asked to provide specific items they planned to take back 
to their respective DOT/agency for consideration.  These items are summarized below. 
 
Cynthia Gerst: 

 Focus efforts on communication and relationship building between research, districts, and locals. 
 Expand cross-training within research to retain best practices and operating capacity in the future. 
 Take care to pace ourselves with changes; avoid overcommitting, and simplify processes. 

 
Vanessa Goetz: 

 Utilize a searchable database system for research projects, similar to Minnesota’s ARTS. 
 Consider a separate research implementation committee, or implementation contract through 

IHRB. 
 
Jack Jernigan: 

 The SP&R2 coordinator, a new role at FHWA, is a good fit. Based on findings at the peer 
exchange, make the best of these funds. 

 Integrate LTAP with implementation, delivery of technology transfer, and allocation of funds. 
 Manageable process to identify research needs. 

 
Mark Nahra: 

 A needs study is of interest to County Engineers Associations, since the smaller counties are 
unable to match funds for much research. 

 Iowa LTAP Center should be phased out of research funds. 
 
Mike Sheehan: 

 Involvement at the local level can include smaller entities such as townships. 
 Include research perspective in day-to-day activities, with a strong focus on implementation. 

 
Ben Worel: 

 Stay involved with locals, using grassroots communication efforts, including more focus groups. 
 Keep goals relevant to research needs throughout the research program. 
 Retain in-house technical staff.  
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 Appendix D: Local Research Boards Websites  
 
Iowa Highway Research Board  

 The Iowa Highway Research Board site is available through the link below: 
 http://www.iowadot.gov/operationsresearch/iowa_highway_research_board.html# 

 
 The current business plan document is available through their site through the following link:  

http://www.iowadot.gov/operationsresearch/ihrb/business_plan.pdf  
 
 A history of the board’s formation and first 50 years is accessible either through the ISBN# 

0965231038 or through the following link: 
http://ntl.bts.gov/lib/31000/31300/31328/IHRB_History_book_Web.pdf 

 
Minnesota Local Road Research Board 

 The Iowa Highway Research Board site is available through the link below. The current business 
plan document is in the following pages. http://www.lrrb.org/ 
 

 The current strategic plan and operating procedures document is available through their site 
through the following link: http://www.lrrb.org/pdf/Strategic%20Plan%202008.pdf 
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 Appendix E: Draft Structure for ORIL 
 

ODOT’s Research Initiative for Locals 
  
Initial Next Steps 

 Establish the ORIL Board  

 Conduct focus groups with locals 

 Utilize Ohio LTAP Center to strengthen 
relationships with locals 

 Engage organizations that service locals 

 Work around ODOT’s current research program 
cycle 

 Begin with specific, high-impact project ideas 
 

Initial Funding Structure 

 

  
Short-Term Plan 

 Encourage self-determination of ORIL Board  
o Process 
o Procedures 
o Project Selection 
o Project Management 

 

 Develop a structure for matching local funds 
o Project-by-project basis 
o Membership Fee  

Potential Future Funding Structure 

 
 

 
Proposed ORIL Board Structure 
 County engineers (4) 
 City engineers (4) 
 UTC/university representatives (2) 
 ODOT technical staff (4) 

 
 
Non-Voting ORIL Board Members 
 ODOT Research Program (1)  
 Ohio LTAP Center (1)  
 FHWA Ohio Division (1) 

 
 
Role of Ohio LTAP Center and ODOT’s Research Program  

With the LTAP Center’s extensive focus and work with Ohio’s local roadway professionals, ODOT’s 
Research Program will partner with the Ohio LTAP Center to fulfill the role of Executive Secretary 
for ORIL. A staff member from the either the Ohio LTAP Center or ODOT’s Research Program will 
function as the Executive Secretary for ORIL and hold a position on the ORIL board to perform all 
administrative and coordination functions for the board. 

 
  
Long-Term Plan 

 Obtain legislative support for the program with a permanent funding stream 
(e.g.: a percentage of road use tax) 
 

 

Federal 
SP&R2

80%

State 
SP&R2

20%

Federal 
SP&R2

76%

State 
SP&R2

19%

Local 
Match

5%


