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Highway engineering serves as the backbone of modern civil infrastructure, facilitating the movement of people and 

goods across vast geographical expanses. Within this discipline, the seminal work by S.K. Khanna and C.E.G. 

Justohas long been recognized as the definitive pedagogical resource for students and practicing engineers alike.

This technical analysis explores the core tenets of highway engineering as established in this framework, focusing

on planning, geometric design, material characterization, and pavement construction methodologies.

The Evolution of Road Development and Planning

The systematic study of highway engineering begins with understanding the historical trajectory of road 

construction. Early methods, such as the Roman Roads, emphasized straight alignment and thick multi-layered 

structures. This evolved through the Tresaguet and Telford methods, which introduced the concept of a sub-base 

with heavy foundation stones, and eventually the Macadam method, which utilized the principle of interlocking

broken stones to provide structural stability.

In the context of the Indian subcontinent, as extensively detailed by Khanna and Justo, road development followed 

a series of 20-year plans. These plans were instrumental in establishing a hierarchy of roads and defining the 

target road density required for economic growth. The transition from the Nagpur Road Plan (1943) to the 

Bombay Road Plan (1961) and the Lucknow Road Plan (1981)reflects a shift from basic connectivity to high-

speed accessibility and regional development.

Comparison of Indian 20-Year Road Development Plans



Feature Nagpur Plan (1943-63) Bombay Plan (1961-81) Lucknow Plan (1981-2001)

Target Density 16 km per 100 sq km 32 km per 100 sq km 82 km per 100 sq km

Pattern Star and Grid Star and Grid Rectangular/Square

Key Innovation Classification of Roads Expressway Construction Rural Road Development

Highway Alignment and Engineering Surveys

The selection of an optimal route is perhaps the most critical phase of highway engineering. Highway alignment

refers to the layout of the centerline of the highway on the ground. A poorly planned alignment results in increased

construction costs, higher maintenance requirements, and elevated accident rates.

Factors Governing Alignment

•  Obligatory Points: These are locations through which the road must pass (e.g., bridge sites, mountain passes, 

commercial hubs) or points it must avoid (e.g., religious structures, costly private property, marshy lands).

•  Geometric Design Standards: The alignment must accommodate the design speed, radius of horizontal 

curves, and gradients without compromising safety.

•  Economic Considerations: Balancing the initial cost of construction with the long-term cost of vehicle 

operation and maintenance.

•  Drainage: Alignment must facilitate efficient water runoff to prevent subgrade saturation.

The Surveying Workflow

Khanna and Justo outline a rigorous four-stage survey process for establishing highway alignment:

1.  Map Study: Identification of potential routes using topographic maps to avoid steep gradients and deep 

valleys.

2.  Reconnaissance: A field visit to inspect the proposed routes, identifying physical features not captured on 

maps.

3.  Preliminary Survey: Detailed surveying to collect physical data, soil characteristics, and drainage 

requirements to finalize the best alignment.

4.  Final Location and Detailed Survey: The chosen centerline is transferred to the ground, and detailed plans 

for construction are prepared.

Geometric Design of Highways

Geometric design focuses on the visible elements of the road. Its objective is to optimize efficiency and safety while

minimizing environmental impact. Key components include the cross-section, sight distances, and horizontal/

vertical alignments.

Cross-Sectional Elements

The Camber or Cross-slopeis provided to drain rainwater from the pavement surface. The magnitude of camber

depends on the type of pavement surface and the intensity of rainfall in the region. Excessive camber can lead to

vehicle instability and uneven tire wear.

Sight Distance Analysis

Sight distance is the length of road visible to the driver at any given time. Two primary distances are critical:



•  Stopping Sight Distance (SSD): The minimum distance required for a driver to bring a vehicle to a stop before 

hitting an object. It depends on the PIEV theory (Perception, Intellection, Emotion, and Volition time) and the 

braking efficiency.

•  Overtaking Sight Distance (OSD): The minimum distance visible to a driver intended to overtake a slower 

vehicle safely against traffic in the opposite direction.

Mathematical Modeling of SSD

The SSD is calculated using the following formula:

SSD = (0.278 * V * t) + (V² / (254 * (f ± n/100)))

Where:

- V = Design speed (kmph)

- t = Reaction time (standardized at 2.5 seconds)

- f = Coefficient of longitudinal friction

- n = Gradient (percentage)

Horizontal and Vertical Alignment Mechanics

When a vehicle negotiates a horizontal curve, centrifugal force acts outwards. To counteract this, Super-elevation

(banking) is provided by raising the outer edge of the pavement relative to the inner edge.

The Super-elevation Formula

The equilibrium super-elevation is given by:e + f = V² / (127R)

Where:

- e = Rate of super-elevation

- f = Side friction factor (usually 0.15)

- R = Radius of the curve (meters)

In addition to super-elevation, Extra Widening is required on horizontal curves to accommodate the "off-tracking"

of rear wheels (mechanical widening) and to provide psychological comfort to the driver (psychological widening).

Highway Materials: Characterization and Testing

The longevity of a highway depends on the quality of materials used in the subgrade, sub-base, base, and surface

courses. Khanna and Justo emphasize the importance of material testing in ensuring structural integrity.

Subgrade Soil

The subgrade is the foundation of the pavement. Its strength is primarily evaluated using the California Bearing 

Ratio (CBR) test. A higher CBR value indicates a stronger subgrade, allowing for a thinner pavement structure.

Road Aggregates

Aggregates must possess sufficient strength, hardness, toughness, and durability. Key tests include:



Test Type Property Measured Standard Requirement

Los Angeles Abrasion Hardness (Resistance to wear) &lt; 30% for surface course

Aggregate Impact Test Toughness (Resistance to impact) &lt; 30% for wearing course

Crushing Test Compressive Strength &lt; 45% for base course

Flakiness Index Shape (Particle geometry) &lt; 15-20%

Bituminous Materials

Bitumen acts as a binder in flexible pavements. Its properties are highly temperature-dependent. Engineers must 

perform Penetration Tests  to determine the grade of bitumen, Softening Point Tests  to check temperature 

stability, and Ductility Tests  to ensure the material can deform without breaking.

Design of Pavement Structures

Pavements are broadly classified into Flexible Pavements and Rigid Pavementsbased on their structural

behavior and how they distribute loads to the subgrade.

Flexible Pavements

Flexible pavements are composed of a series of layers. The load is transferred from top to bottom through grain-to-

grain contact. The design is often based on the IRC: 37 guidelines, which utilize the CBR value and the cumulative

standard axles (CSA) expected over the design life.

Rigid Pavements

Rigid pavements are made of Portland Cement Concrete (PCC). They act as slabs, distributing the load over a 

wide area through "slab action." The design focus is on Westergaard’s Theory , which considers the stresses

caused by wheel loads and temperature variations (warping stresses).

Comparison: Flexible vs. Rigid Pavement



Feature Flexible Pavement Rigid Pavement

Design Principle Grain-to-grain transfer Slab action (Flexural strength)

Life Span 15 - 20 years 30 - 40 years

Initial Cost Lower Higher

Maintenance Frequent and routine Infrequent but complex

Thermal Stress Negligible Critical (Requires joints)

Traffic Engineering and Management

Highway engineering is not limited to construction; it includes the management of traffic flow to ensure safety and

efficiency. This is a core focus of the Highway Capacity Manual (HCM) concepts integrated into modern technical

studies.

Traffic Volume and Capacity

Traffic volume is the number of vehicles passing a point during a specific time interval. Traffic Capacity is the 

maximum hourly rate at which vehicles can reasonably be expected to traverse a point. The ratio of volume to 

capacity (V/C ratio) determines the Level of Service (LOS), ranging from A (free flow) to F (forced flow/

congestion).

Intersections and Signal Design

Intersections are the most complex points in a highway network. Engineers must choose between Grade-

Separated Intersections (flyovers/interchanges) and At-Grade Intersections. Signal timing is calculated using 

Webster’s Method, which minimizes the total delay to vehicles at the intersection.

Highway Drainage and Maintenance

Water is the primary enemy of road structures. Efficient drainage systems are required to remove surface water

and prevent the rise of the groundwater table into the subgrade.

Surface Drainage

This involve collecting rainwater from the pavement and shoulders via the camber and directing it into side drains.

On hill roads, catch-pit drains are essential to intercept water from the slopes.

Sub-surface Drainage

If the water table is high, it can weaken the subgrade through capillary action. Sub-surface drainage involves

installing longitudinal and transverse tile drains surrounded by filter material to lower the water table.

Troubleshooting Pavement Failures

Engineers must be capable of diagnosing and remediating pavement distress. Common failures include:

•  Rutting: Permanent deformation in the wheel paths of flexible pavements, often caused by inadequate 

compaction or unstable mixes.

•  Fatigue Cracking (Alligator Cracking): Interconnected cracks caused by repeated heavy axle loads, indicating 



a failure in the base or subgrade.

•  Pumping: In rigid pavements, the ejection of water and subgrade soil through joints and cracks under heavy 

wheel loads.

•  Thermal Cracking: Cracks resulting from temperature-induced expansion and contraction, common in both 

asphalt and concrete surfaces.

Maintenance Strategies

Maintenance is categorized into Routine (grass cutting, drain cleaning), Periodic (renewal of wearing course), and 

Emergency(repairing washouts). Modern Highway Management Systems (HMS) use data-driven approaches to

predict when a road will reach a critical state of deterioration, allowing for "preventive maintenance" which is

significantly more cost-effective than "reactive repair."

The Broader Implications of Highway Engineering

The principles laid out by Khanna and Justo extend beyond the mere physical construction of roads. They

encompass the socioeconomic integration of regions, the environmental considerations of land use, and the

technological advancements in materials science. As we move toward a future of autonomous vehicles and smart

infrastructure, the fundamental mechanics of highway engineering—geometric safety, structural durability, and

efficient drainage—remain as relevant as ever.

The shift towards Sustainable Highway Engineeringnow incorporates the use of recycled materials, such as

reclaimed asphalt pavement (RAP) and plastic-modified bitumen. These innovations aim to reduce the carbon

footprint of road construction while maintaining the rigorous standards for strength and safety established in

classical engineering literature. For the student or the professional, mastering these core concepts is not just an

academic requirement but a prerequisite for building the resilient infrastructure of the 21st century.

Ultimately, the study of highway engineering is a study of balance: balancing speed with safety, cost with durability,

and development with environmental preservation. By adhering to the systematic approach documented in

authoritative texts, engineers can continue to design networks that serve as the lifeblood of global civilization.
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