
KEY FACTS REGARDING 

SIGN RETROREFLECTIVITY REQUIREMENTS 

As of January 17, 2012 

 

Timeline to Implement Minimum Levels of Retroreflectivity 

 

In 2007 deadlines were established in the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices 

(MUTCD) in response to a statutory requirement from Congress.   

 

 Maintaining Minimum Retroreflectivity 

1. January 22, 2012: By this date, roadway owners must adopt a plan to ensure that 

their signs meet Minimum Levels of Retroreflectivity by the dates cited below.  

The FHWA lists 5 options, among which are simple visual inspection and blanket 

replacement of groups of signs at the end of their “useful life” as stated by the 

manufacturer.  

2. January 22, 2015: Regulatory and Warning Signs and Post-Mounted Signs must 

meet retroreflectivity requirements. 

3. January 22, 2018: Overhead and Street Name signs must meet retroreflectivity 

requirements. If street name signs meet retroreflectivity requirements and are all 

CAPITAL letters, they may remain in service for the remainder of their useful 

life. They never have to be changed out only because of the capital letter/mixed 

case issue.  

 FHWA estimated the cost for making these retroreflectivity improvements throughout the 

entire United States to be $37 million dollars over a 10 year period. The reason that this 

figure is lower than some estimates reported in the media is that the implementation 

timetable detailed above was designed to roughly coincide with the useful life of existing 

signs. Thus, it is likely that most of them would have been replaced anyway. 

 

Key Reasons for the Requirements 

 

 Aging population on U. S. roadways: 

o A 60 year old needs 10 times the amount of light to see at night as compared to a 

19 year old.  

o The AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety projects that by 2030, one in every four 

drivers will be 65 or older.  

o Increased retroreflectivity and signage size allows for added decision time for 

older drivers 

o Allows faster response time by EMTs, police, and fire personnel to better allow 

them to read and understand signs and reduce travel time to the site.  

 



 Approximately 50 percent of traffic accidents resulting in fatalities occur at night.  

Increased retroreflectivity addresses this issue.  

 

Funding 

 Surface Transportation Program (STP) 

o Used for a variety of transportation purposes, including: 

 Improvement of signing and pavement markings 

 These funds can be used on all public roads except those 

functionally classified as local or rural minor collectors.   

 Highway Safety Improvement Program (HSIP) 

o $1.25 billion annually goes to states 

o Twenty-one (21) states transferred money from HSIP to other programs when it 

could have been used for these vital safety improvements. Eight states have used 

only 50 percent of their funding to date. 

 There are specific requirements to be able to use Highway Safety Improvement Program 

Funds for sign upgrades.  To be eligible for HSIP funds, the improvement of highway 

signage must be: 

o Identified as a priority in the State’s Strategic Highway Safety Plan, AND  

o Correct or improve a hazardous road location or feature or address a highway 

safety problem, AND  

o Locations for potential safety improvement must be identified through a data-

driven process.  

 

January 2012 - Where are we now? 

 U.S. DOT is looking to issue a final rule which will eliminate the deadline to make 

upgrades to signs to meet minimum levels of retroreflectivity. However, the deadline for 

implementing a sign management program remains. The deadline for this is extended by 

2 years after the rule is final. 

 Legislation in the 112
th

 Congress  

o H.R. 3536 - Safe Roads for America Act 

 Bill looks to extend the deadlines for state and local governments to make 

sign retroreflectivity upgrades by three years 

 Bill also makes these initial upgrades an eligible activity under the 

Highway Safety Improvement Program, so the issue is no longer an 

unfunded mandate 

 Endorsed by: ATSSA, AARP, AAA, Advocates for Highway and Auto 

Safety, American Highway Users Alliance, American Society of Civil 

Engineers, Easter Seals, National Association of Area Agencies on Aging, 

and Nationwide 

o H.R. 2257  



 Bill looks to maintain retroreflectivity standards, but eliminates the 

deadlines to make the upgrades. Bill does not provide funding for state 

and local governments  

o H.R. 2442 

 Bill aims to eliminate both the safety standards and the deadlines for 

governments to make the upgrades 

o S. 1216 

 Bill is a companion bill to H.R. 2257 

o S. 2021 

 Bill aims to eliminate both the deadlines and the safety standards for sign 

retroreflectivity  

 

 

 

For more information, please contact ATSSA Director of Government Relations Laura Perrotta 

at laura.perrotta@atssa.com or (202) 454-5246.  
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