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A Detailed Study of Pavement Edge Drop Off And Its 
Implications Toward Reasonableness of the Ontario 
Minimum Maintenance Standards 

 
Posting Date: 19 September  2012 

 

Minimum Maintenance Standards (MMS) have been legislated in Ontario specifically to 
defend entities responsible for road maintenance from liability in civil court proceedings. 
In part these standards address the permissible amount of pavement edge drop off 
before maintenance efforts are required. The Ontario regulation defines the 
requirements as noted below: 

 

Shoulder drop-offs 

 

 7.  (1)  If a shoulder drop-off is deeper, for a continuous distance of 20 metres or more, than 
the depth set out in the Table to this section, the minimum standard is to repair the shoulder 
drop-off within the time set out in the Table after becoming aware of the fact.  O. Reg. 239/02, 
s. 7 (1). 

 (2)  A shoulder drop-off shall be deemed to be repaired if its depth is less than or equal to that 

set out in the Table.  O. Reg. 239/02, s. 7 (2). 

 (3)  In this section,  

“shoulder drop-off” means the vertical differential, where the paved surface of the roadway is 
higher than the surface of the shoulder, between the paved surface of the roadway and the 
paved or non-paved surface of the shoulder.  O. Reg. 239/02, s. 7 (3). 

TABLE 
SHOULDER DROP-OFFS 

 

Class of 
Highway 

Depth Time 

1 8 cm 4 days 
2 8 cm 4 days 
3 8 cm 7 days 
4 8 cm 14 days 
5 8 cm 30 days 
 

In light of these requirements, Gorski Consulting set out to study the development of a 

typical edge drop off at the site of a curve on a rural roadway. Maintenance of the edge 
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drop off was conducted on June 18, 2012.  First a grader plows a gravel shoulder to heap 

the gravel back onto the pavement as shown in the two photos below. 

 

 



Page 3 of 12 
 

Next the grader returns on a second pass and scrapes the loose gravel back away from 

the pavement as shown in the two photos below. 
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Approximately one month after this maintenance we conducted our first set of 

measurements of the edge drop off. A 20 metre section of drop off was divided by 5 

equi-distant markers and measurements were taken at each marker. 

The three photos below show the measurement procedure at the "Zero" marker. 
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The edge drop off of about 2.00 inches was obtained from the horizontal carpenter's 

level,  placed at the pavement edge and measured down the surface of the gravel 

adjacent to that edge. The same procedure was used at the 5, 10, 15 and 20 metre 

markers so that 5 measurements of the edge drop off were obtained over the 20 metre 

distance. This procedure was repeated for 11 weeks . 

By the eleventh week the edge drop off had increased substantially. The three photos 

below show the edge drop off at the Zero marker on that 11th week. 
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This procedure enabled the creation of the chart of edge drop off measurements as 

shown on the following page. 

In the chart the horizontal axis shows the 11 weeks of measurements and the vertical 

axis indicates the extent of edge drop off measured  in inches. The five lines indicate the 

progressive increase in edge drop off at each of the five markers. 

For example, the yellow line indicates the depth of the edge drop off at the Zero marker. 

As can be noted in the above photos, the edge drop off  was about 2.00 inches in Week 1 

and then it grew to a depth of 3.00 inches by Week 11.  This is a relatively low increase in 

depth when compared to measurements at some of the other markers. 

For example, the green and purple lines indicate the edge drop off at the 10 and 15  

metre markers. At Week 1 the drop off was 2.00 inches and 1.75 inches respectively at 

the 10 and 15 metre markers. Yet by Week 11 those depths had increased to 4.25 (10 

metre marker) and 5.00 inches (15 metre marker). 

Not surprisingly, at the two ends of the 20 metres of measurements the edge drop off 

was at its lowest and the greatest depth was at the middle three markers. 

By Week 5 there was always a location within the 20 metre distance where the edge drop 

off was at least 4.00 inches. Yet, in almost every week there was always a location where 

the edge drop off was 3.00 inches or about 7.6 centimetres. Recall that the Ontario MMS 

require that every measurement in a 20 metre distance must be greater than 8 

centimetres or about 3.15 inches. If one looks closely at our measurements then perhaps 

in Weeks 8 and 9 all the measurements just barely rose above the MMS requirements.  

But one can imagine that the values could be disputed by a lawyer at trial. So throughout 

the 11 weeks of measurements  it could be argued that the municipality responsible for 

this road had no obligation to re-grade  shoulder. 

How reasonable is this? We have attached a number of photos of the area taken in Week 

11, shown below. 
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For example, the extent of the edge drop off in the photo below can be appreciated by 

looking at the shadow cast by the carpenter's level. 

 

The shadow along the drop off in the photo below also indicates the depth of the drop. 
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In the photo below we can see the numerous scrapes on the pavement edge where the 

undersides of vehicles have made contact as their wheels have fallen into the hollowed 

shoulder. 
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And again, the photo below shows further evidence of scraping on the pavement edge 

from the undersides of vehicles that fell into the hollow. 

 

These conditions are what the Ontario MMS have deemed  to be reasonably safe for 

Ontario's motorists. 
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