
TECH BOX

Using the Web to Track Snowplows 
and Road Conditions  

in Near-Real Time

WHAT IS THIS TECHNOLOGY?
A number of agencies have equipped their trucks with Automated Vehicle Location (AVL) systems that are GPS based. They have also 
added forward-facing cameras to their trucks which take photos every five minutes (for example). Both the photos and the position data of 
the trucks are then collected and displayed on a web server in near-real time for use by operations staff at the agency, and in some cases to 
provide information to the public.

WHO IS USING THIS TECHNOLOGY?
At the moment, this is being used primarily by state DOTs and 
larger cities. The first U.S. state DOT to employ this sort of system 
was Iowa DOT. Other state agencies now doing this would include 
Minnesota DOT, Michigan DOT, and Ohio DOT. These states may 
either have their own web pages for the system (as Iowa does) or 
may report the information through their state 511 pages (Minnesota 
DOT does this). One example of a city that is doing this would be the 
City of Chicago. 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS?
Benefits accrue in two ways. First for the agency itself, they know 
much more about where their trucks are and what conditions 
they are facing, and they know this in real time. Systems can be 
configured to provide warnings if trucks stray off route, or if they 
get stuck, and some agencies also collect additional data such as 
material spread rate from these systems, allowing them to “close 
the loop” on their salt application rates (“what gets measured, gets 
managed”).

The second benefit is to the road-using public. They get a much 
better picture of what road conditions actually look like (instead 
of “roads are 50-100% snow and ice covered” for example), and 
anecdotally it appears that a picture does indeed speak a thousand 
words. A number of road users have indicated they either chose not 
to travel or delayed their trips because of what they saw on these 
websites. In an urban situation, these systems allow users to see 
which roads have been plowed already and which have not (some 
agencies are experimenting with putting information about expected 
plowing times on these maps). Seeing this sort of information in real 
time apparently reduces phone call complaints about “when are you 
going to plow my street?”

A third benefit which accrues from having the AVL systems 
concerns liability and also customer service. If a road user calls in 
and complains that their windscreen was broken by a rock from a 
city truck at a certain time and location, a check of AVL data will 
determine whether a truck was there (or nearby) at that time and 
thus allow a more rapid resolution of the issue. And it also addresses 
the “you have not had a truck in my street for two days” type of 
complaint.

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES AND DRAWBACKS?
Some drivers may be concerned that too much information is being 
provided about them and their plows to the general public. One way 
to address some of these concerns is to include a speed trigger for 
truck display. Thus, if a truck is moving at less than five miles per 
hour, data from that truck are not displayed on the website. 

Another concern is that this system creates large amounts of data 
(the photos alone can consume terabytes of storage). This means 
that a data management policy will need to be implemented. Some 
agencies do not save the images taken by the plow cameras at all – 
once a new photo is taken, the old one is discarded. Others hold a set 
number of images in storage (perhaps ten or twenty) but “clean them 
out” at the end of a storm. It is important to have a policy so that you 
are protected from litigation requests. A policy means that you have 
a good, established reason to get rid of images and other data under 
a well-defined set of circumstances.
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https://iowadot.gov/tap.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/streets/supp_info/plowtracker.html

