
 
 

Dear IRF Member University: 

 

IRF is pleased to announce the 2012 IRF Student Essay Competition.  This competition, open to all students attending an 

IRF Member university in good-standing, has a $500 cash award for the winning essays.  Thanks to input from various IRF 

Member organizations, we have structured this year’s program to generate maximize participation by IRF member 

universities and their students.  Specifically, IRF is providing several topics within each of the competition categories for 

the essay competition.  Participants may choose any topic within any category for their essays, or professors may wish 

to limit the topics based on their particular curriculum.   

 

The categories and related topics for the 2012 competition are as follows:   

  

TOPICS 

Road Safety 

1. What best practices should developing countries use to promote safer school zones for motorists and pedestrians? 

2. How can our youth (i.e., drivers of tomorrow) be best influenced or educated to become safer motorists? What 

incentives would positively affect and/or promote safe driving practices amongst young drivers? Can peer pressure 

have any significant impact on friends’ driving habits? How can social media be used to promote a safe driving 

culture? 

3. How can road authorities, governments, municipalities and concessionaires in developing countries best prioritize 

and efficiently implement positive protection technologies along roadways and highways?   What means can be best 

used to positively affect road safety in developing countries? Discuss your top three best practices for using positive 

protection to reduce fatal and serious injury crashes and prepare an educational tool to promote their use around 

the globe. 

Innovative Finance 

1. Financing new roads as well as maintenance of roads are some of the biggest challenges for road authorities.  Other 

than toll roads, what specific concepts or schemes should road authorities use to procure the necessary funding to 

design and maintain roads without overtaxing the citizens of the country? 

2. Poor and insufficient financial planning for road maintenance is a ubiquitous problem throughout the world.  

Schemes such as performance-based contract maintenance have emerged as tools to deal with the challenge.  What 

schemes are best suited to low, middle and high income countries respectively? 

3. Since funds are limited, not all of the five pillars of the UN’s Decade of Action can be implemented immediately in a 

country.  Explain how a country’s economic indicators, such as gross  domestic product (GDP) per capita and the size 

and composition of the federal government budget could be used to determine which of the five pillars should be 

implemented first to optimize a country’s Decade of Action road safety implementation plan.  

Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) 

1. What ITS technologies will make the most impact (and how?) over the next 10 years to achieve Vision Zero for 

Transportation – to achieve a transportation system with no fatalities or serious injuries? 

2. With central ITS systems requiring more accurate and reliable data and information to make timely decisions on 

traffic signal timing and optimization, what can be done to more effectively move massive amounts of data and 



video from the field to the traffic management center, centrally process the data, and then provide the ITS field 

equipment with actionable tasks? 

3. In most developed countries, variable message signs and arrow boards are used on highways in advance of work 

zones to notify motorists of the need to change lanes thereby protecting both workers and drivers. These devices 

need to be used more and should become mandatory on highways in developing countries. Develop the advantages 

for these safety devices highlighting their benefit for highway concessions and operation companies. 

Sustainable Roads 

1. Identify and discuss specific concepts that should be utilized to ensure sustainability for future road design. 

Examples could include computer modeling, Environmental Impact Assessments, route planning and clean 

construction standards.  

2. A significant percentage of road construction demand is in developing countries, which often have some of the 

richest but relatively fragile ecosystems in the planet.  While road construction brings unquestioned economic and 

social benefits in general, it can have negative impacts on fragile habitats and particular indigenous communities.   

What could be standardized criteria for cost-benefit evaluation, and how could the global community be engaged to 

mitigate negative impacts, given that rich ecosystems are valuable to the entire world. 

3. As a material-intensive industry, the road sector has a long history of recycling. There is an economic logic to this, 

particularly where the recycled material adds value to the road asset, saves money or provides an outlet for waste 

generation. At the same time, recycling is sometimes hindered by lack of information, patchy regulations and, in 

some cases, innovation-adverse road actors. What can be done to encourage the use of recycled construction 

materials?   

Pavement Technology, Maintenance and Management 

1. State departments of transportation (DOTs) and other transportation agencies are responsible for development, 

utilization, and maintenance of a spatially distributed system of physical assets. A DOT’s management structure 

necessarily is also distributed spatially, but may be more influenced by the specific concerns associated with bridges, 

pavements, and other particular classes of assets. Geographical Information Systems (GIS) technologies are powerful 

and still evolving tools that DOTs can use to support asset-management decision making. GIS enables or enhances 

agencies’ capabilities, for example, to integrate transportation and non-transportation data; improve the cost-

effectiveness of data acquisition and updating; integrate condition assessment and resource-allocation; and conduct 

spatial analyses for decision making. Discuss how DOTs and other transportation agencies can enhance their asset-

management capabilities through effective adoption of GIS technologies and how GIS can be utilized to improve 

communications of asset management decisions across all levels of stakeholders. 

2. Long term planning, such as programming for transportation infrastructure requires trade-off of investment choices 

(maintenance, rehabilitation, replacement, and expansion) across a variety of asset types. To achieve truly optimal 

return of investment, the trade-off analysis requires an optimization of resource allocation different from the 

traditional, single asset, prioritization based on life-cycle cost analysis. Discuss how a cross asset optimization 

methodology could fit within a comprehensive asset management system that considers users’ costs and benefits as 

decision criteria. 

JUDGING CRITERIA & AWARDS 

Essays will be evaluated by a panel of experts from the road industry according to the criteria and point system outlined 

below.   

1. Comprehension:  How well does the essay reflect a thorough understanding of the topic? 



2. Organization:  Does the essay follow a logical and easily understood progression? 

3. Creativity: Were diverse resources and ideas used to develop the topic? 

4. Applicability: Can the proposed solution(s) be applied feasibly?     

5. Conclusions: Do the conclusions follow logically from the argument? Are the conclusions compelling?   

5 Points – Essay met the criteria very well 

4 Points – Essay mostly met the criteria 

3 Points – Essay adequately met the criteria 

2 Points – Essay only met the criteria a few times 

1 Point –   Essay never met the criteria    

In addition to receiving a $500 cash award at the IRF Annual Awards Luncheon in January 2013, the winning papers will 

be published by IRF in the form of an electronic discussion paper.  Each winning paper will be featured on IRF’s website 

throughout the 2013 calendar year.   

SUBMISSION SPECIFICATIONS 

In order to ensure the papers are all presented in the same format, we are requiring they be submitted using the 

sections outlined below.  All papers should be submitted in English using Times New Roman (size 12) font with double 

spacing.   

1. Abstract 

 

2. Background 

 

3. Research Objective 

 

4. Data Collection and Reduction 

 

5. Analysis 

 

6. Results 

 

7. Conclusions 

 

8. References 

 

All papers must be submitted online at https://irf.wufoo.com/forms/w7w4p7/and be received by 5:00 p.m. (EST), 

October 31, 2012.   

 

We look forward to strong participation by all of IRF’s valued university members this year!  If you have any questions 

about the competition, please contact Kathy Mejasich at +1 703 535 1001 / kmejasich@irfnews.org.  Thank you for your 

support! 


