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We Believe In Mr. Road Maintenance Much Like Santa 
Claus 

Posting Date: 12-Dec 2012 
 

 

Is this Santa Claus or Mr. Road Maintenance? 

We appreciate that every winter, there is a dedicated army of snow plow operators who 
jump into battle and spend several long days at a time to make our roads safe to drive. 
Unfortunately, much like the work of Santa Claus, their efforts are never seen until there 
is a problem. 

We also believe that, as drivers, we are in control of our vehicles, while failing to 
recognize that it is also Mr. Road Maintenance who envelopes our vehicles within his 
magical sleigh, and takes control, particularly in bad road conditions. We may want to 

turn, brake or accelerate, but it is Mr. 
Road Maintenance who decides 
precisely how well, and how quickly 
these things will be done. And, on 
occasion, Mr. Road Maintenance will 
prevent us from doing any of these 
things, as we simply crash into another 
vehicle or tumble off the road surface,  
without any control what-so-ever. 
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On occasion police would seem to 
believe in Mr. Road Maintenance, 
much like Santa Claus because, 
when a vehicle crashes, Mr. Road 
Maintenance is rarely asked to step 
out of his magic sleigh, and asked to 
walk a straight line or asked if he had 
been drinking. This is despite the fact 
that Mr. Road Maintenance's actions 
would seem to have been the primary 
reason that caused our vehicle to 
crash.  

 

Ok, we are almost finished with this seemingly unusual analogy, however it presents a 
serious issue. There is a proper place and occasion to believe in Santa Claus and other 
fairy tales. Such beliefs have no place in the realm of road maintenance. The actions of 
those responsible for maintaining our road system affect every driver on the road. While 
a drunk driver may affect only the limited few who are in close proximity, inappropriate 
actions of road maintenance can cause havoc to every person on the road, for every 
second that the road is being used, at every location where that inappropriate action 
exists. 

When a road surface becomes icy for example, it is unwise to believe that this was an 
unavoidable condition. There are supposed to be many resources available to ensure 
that this dangerous condition does not occur. Roads personnel are supposed to be 
sampling the latest weather reports to prepare for the possibility that conditions could 
lead to slippery roads. Treatment of the roadways prior to the formation of ice is a 
common activity that should be known. Proper mixtures of sand and salt are known and 
the frequency of plowing and treatment operations are standardized to provide 
maximum benefit. The investigation whether these proper actions were followed should 
be as commonplace as investigations of alcohol use, speeding, inattention or vehicle 
road-worthiness. 

On November 24, 2012, on Highway 401 near Woodstock, Ontario, there were 28 
collisions in a span of three hours. While police blamed drivers for failing to adjust for 
changing weather conditions, no one actually indicated whether those changing road 
conditions could be detected by drivers. For example, a treated road surface could 
provide quite reasonable tire forces allowing for substantial travel speeds. But if a 
portion of road surface has not been treated properly, or at all, an icy section of road 
could develop. At highway speed it can be impossible for a driver to detect that a 
section of road contains ice until it is too late to make any adjustment. 

Road maintenance is not only a winter road issue, as there have been recent reports in 
the news media in the Province of Ontario, about the serious under-funding of 
infrastructure and how this is reaching a point of crisis. 
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The elevated Gardiner Expressway in downtown Toronto has been "crumbling" and 
estimates of over $500 million dollars are needed to make repairs. Reports are that 
Chatham-Kent is facing a $19 million dollar deficit for the 2013 infrastructure budget 
pertaining mainly to bridges, culverts and roads (Source: Ellwood Shreve QMI Agency). 
The Mayor of the City of Kitchener has called the costs of replacing infrastructure as "a 
ticking-time bomb". In a recent report of the Federation of Canadian Municipalities more 
than half of the roadways surveyed in 123 municipalities received a "fair" to "very poor" 
grade, displaying "widespread signs of advanced deterioration". 

We may have a hard-working and devoted staff of maintenance workers, as reputable 
as any Santa Claus, but when they are not provided with the funds necessary to 
perform their work they can be looked upon as nasty old scrooges, and plaintiff lawyers 
can take full advantage of this in civil litigation. The consequence is that those failures 
and under-funding are hidden. Umbrella organizations form themselves specifically to 
defend Mr. Road Maintenance from being sued by hiding any deficiencies that might 
exist. Records of maintenance procedures are not kept or lack any extent of detail. As 
Mr. Road Maintenance is the only entity with the knowledge of his own performance it 
becomes difficult for anyone to evaluate when deficiencies are present and a need 
exists. 

In the end, our society resorts to fairy tales that Mr. Road Maintenance flies about our 
road system in his magical sleigh, because any other belief is difficult to swallow; like a 
golly old Santa Claus who is beyond reproach. 

There is an alternative to pursue if we chose, and it is a combination of changes. One of 
the most important changes should include a requirement that all roadway maintenance 
operations and records be made available for public scrutiny. Additionally, the primary 
investigators of collisions in Ontario, who are most often the police forces, should take 
sufficient training in matters such as roadway maintenance, signage and geometric 
design so that they can properly detect when a roadway deficiency was a factor in 
collision causation. Not only should this training exist, but it should be emphasized that 
police have an obligation to investigate all causes of collisions regardless of whether 
they relate to failures by their employer municipalities. At the same time, there should 
also be an adjustment in our legal system to protect these roadway maintenance groups 
and municipalities from unreasonable civil penalties if the reality exists that funding 
could not reasonable to allotted to the function that caused a deficiency in the roadway 
system. 
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