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Abstract

:

Urban and residential roads play an integral role in the infrastructure system of a city. Although they take up a large proportion of the national road network, maintenance plans for urban roads are beset by many problems. These include difficulty in collecting enormous volumes of data, implementing analyses, and interpreting results because of complicated frameworks. Thus, this study aims to introduce an effective and reliable method of formulating a maintenance plan using integrated criteria of spatial autocorrelation analysis and roadside conditions. The results demonstrate that defective pavements are clustered in certain areas, for example, mountainous and forested areas, which indicate environmental effects. Using a mixed index as a criterion for prioritization, approximately 55% of roadside residents (represented by the total residential housing floor area) and 90% of commercial and medical facilities surrounding critical sections gained benefit from maintenance activities in the second year. Importantly, the proposed method presents the advantages of simplifying implications and quantitative outcomes that could support local agents in not only implementing but also making decisions and interpreting such decisions for the community.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Background


An urban road network is one of the vital components of an infrastructure system that needs to be maintained properly. With the rapid progress of urbanization, urban streets and low-traffic roads have developed widely and account for approximately 80% of a nation’s road system [1,2,3]. Also known as the backbone of any city, the deterioration of the urban road network may significantly affect the local community in areas such as traffic safety, driving comfort, and economic activities. Thus, preventing the downgrade of urban roads is one of the major concerns of local administrations.



To maintain urban road networks in good condition, researchers and agents have developed methodologies and practices to respond to this demand. For example, Torres-Machi et al. [4] introduced a framework to formulate urban network maintenance plans. He et al. [5] applied MicroPAVER version 5, a pavement management software developed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Washington, DC, USA, for Madison city, with 53 mi of street. Likewise, Cottrell et al. [6] performed transportation infrastructure management in a small suburb of Salt Lake City. The authors found that pavement preservation accounted for approximately 75% of the budget. Another study [7] implemented a pavement management plan for the town of Christiansburg using the framework introduced by Shahin [8]. In this study, the authors inspected and analyzed approximately 22% of the residential roads (equivalent to 20.7 mi). The study declared that implementing a pavement management system (PMS) significantly supports a road agent in selecting the optimal maintenance plan.



Remarkably, to our knowledge, there is no complete maintenance plan for an entire city. This lack of studies and practices constitutes a substantial challenge for the research community and road administrations that need to pay attention to such issues. Moreover, this problem leads to the question of why this issue emerges and how to address it.




1.2. Previous Studies on Current Problem


Regarding the abovementioned issue, the present study argues that the approaches used for data collection and assessments are the major causes. For the first term, data collection involves road condition inspections, which typically use automated vehicles [9]. These vehicles are equipped with high-technology devices, such as 3D laser scanners, accelerometers, and light detection and ranging. Although this method is highly accurate, its costly implementation may hinder local agents from deploying these devices across an urban network. An alternative approach is to apply an imaging process with the support of deep learning (DL) and artificial intelligence (AI). These techniques enable agents to survey an entire network quickly and economically using simple devices, such as commercial cameras or smartphones [10,11,12,13]. This alternative opens a promising approach for collecting data. However, its application has not been tested in or applied to a PMS project [9].



Regarding the assessment approach, a typical method is the multi-objective optimization process characterized by a multi-criterion nature at the network level [14,15,16]. In addition, researchers have also favored using the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) [17,18,19], genetic algorithms [1,2,20,21], or particle swarm optimization [22,23]. As these methods are advanced techniques, they provide reliable results and optimal solutions. However, they present disadvantages in computation cost and complexity in implementation. These disadvantages would prevent the agent from explaining decisions to residents, who are the main users. Thus, a new, simple, effective, and interpretable method is necessary.



Another aspect that requires scholarly attention regarding PMS formulation is the lack of spatial analysis. As road networks spread in large areas, damaged surfaces may occur in clusters due to differences in construction time, standards, geological conditions, etc. A high density of defective pavements indicates degradation in sub-networks. In this case, agents should implement maintenance activities in these areas to improve the local environment. Thus, examining patterns of damaged pavements in the formulation of a PMS is necessary.



Nonetheless, the spatial element has only been considered in managing network information in geographic information systems (GIS). For instance, Zhang et al. [24] applied a GIS in managing urban roadways and infrastructure in Austin, Texas. Likewise, Pantha et al. [25] adopted a GIS-based maintenance model given pavement and roadside slope stability conditions. Montoya-Alcaraz et al. [26] applied a GIS as a supporting tool to extract and visualize road network information in a maintenance plan. Recently, Nautiyal and Sharma [27] developed a tool for integrating a GIS with a prioritization process for low-volume rural roads. As denoted by relevant studies, a GIS is a helpful tool that supports data storage, road condition analysis, and result visualization. However, the spatial distribution of pavement distress remains unclear.



Last but not least, recent studies have mostly overlooked social-political criteria, a substantial aspect of prioritizing and evaluating a maintenance plan. The popular benchmarks used for prioritization are technical, economic, and environmental. For example, in terms of technical and monetary indexes, the pavement condition index (PCI), maintenance time, and cost of agents and users, among others, were used as the criteria for prioritization [28,29]. Similarly, Sandamal et al. [30] adopted the safety index to determine optimal maintenance plans for low-traffic roads. In terms of environmental aspects, various studies have integrated energy consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, or carbon footprint reduction as constraints in optimizing a maintenance strategy [31,32,33,34,35]. Meanwhile, social-political factors appeared in a few studies.



The current study pinpointed several articles that integrated social-political aspects into a PMS. For instance, Cafiso et al. [36] claimed that maintenance decisions should include social factors, not just economic and environmental effects. Specifically, these factors involve, but are not limited to, access to education and healthcare institutions, safety for drivers and roadside residents, improvement in the living environment, and the promotion of economic activities. Unfortunately, the authors did not integrate all these factors into a pilot experiment for analysis. Later, Zhang and Mohsen [37] introduced a list of rating indexes that utilize several social–political indicators of pavement maintenance. This approach, however, was seemingly complicated. Alternatively, Li et al. [38] used building information as a supplemental indicator to predict the pavement damage level in Beijing. Sayadinia and Beheshtinia [19] integrated the social importance of roads as one of the major criteria in ranking urban roads for maintenance. However, the primary outcome of the study was the level of importance of each criterion. Along with problems stated above, these research gaps have led to an issue that warrants further investigation.




1.3. Research Objectives


Japan is known as a developed and motorized country. In 2015, the motorization rate of Japan was higher than the average rate for European countries or the United States [39]. For this demand, Japan has constructed an extensive road system. As of March 2019, the network was composed of approximately 1.2 million km of roads [40], of which 85% were residential roads managed by local municipalities. Nonetheless, a contradiction exists in which the budget for urban road construction is much higher than that for maintenance. As the Ministry of Land, Transport, and Tourism [40] reported, from 1956 to 2018, the total money allocated to maintenance was approximately 9% of the construction budget. In addition, most urban roads are over 20 years old and require preservation or rehabilitation. Thus, making an optimal maintenance plan is more urgent than ever.



Starting from the abovementioned gaps, this study aims to introduce a new method of establishing an effective maintenance plan for an entire city network. We will integrate the damaged pavement spatial distribution and social indexes into the analysis process. In addition, the proposed approach would be easy to implement and interpret. Specifically, we intend to address the following research questions:




	(1)

	
Do damaged pavements cluster in certain areas?




	(2)

	
What is the process for establishing a network pavement maintenance plan for an entire city, considering the effect of the roadside environment?




	(3)

	
How does a pavement maintenance plan effectively contribute to the local environment and community?









To achieve these objectives, this study takes the case of Muroran, a small urban area characterized by an aging road network and a shortage of resources. The findings could contribute to the theory of infrastructure maintenance management by introducing a novel approach to making and assessing a maintenance plan. In addition, the successful application of applying pavement inspection data to the entire urban area based on information and communication technology (ICT) could be a helpful practice for other cities to emulate.



The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 outlines the data collection and analysis methods. In Section 3, we describe the results in relation to the research questions. Section 4 highlights the main findings. Finally, Section 5 presents the limitations and conclusions and provides suggestions for pavement management and prospective studies.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Target City


Muroran is located in Hokkaido Prefecture, the largest northern island in Japan. Figure 1 shows that the area is within a snowy and cold region [41]. Extreme weather causes substantial damage to the pavement on a large scale. In particular, repeated freezing and thawing of snow results in the degradation of bearing capacity and the rapid growth of fatigue cracks [42,43].



Currently, the city manages 576.7 km of all-lane road, with a high proportion of damaged sections [44]. Meanwhile, pavement repair work in this city is decided based on maintenance patrols and complaints from residents. These localized and subjective inspections lead to difficulty in performing pavement management in an objective and effective manner. Moreover, Muroran’s population dropped by about 50% within the 50 years from 1970 to the present [45]. Such depopulation leads to a lack of resources for maintaining the infrastructure system, including the road network. As a result, the city is now struggling to formulate an appropriate road pavement maintenance plan.



Regarding geography, the city has an area of 80.65 km2, which covers 98 administrative districts. This study analyzed all the roads, excluding port and industry premises. The number of surveyed areas was 89. In addition, we visualized the results for three zones: Nakajima-Cho (city center; District A); Hakuchodai-Cho (a large and modern residential area; District B); and Bokoi-Cho (an old residential area; District C), to reveal the relationship between outcomes and urban structure. Of these three districts, Districts B and C are located in the highland, while District A is located in the lowland and flat areas.




2.2. Data


2.2.1. Pavement Survey Data


In a PMS, the quality and quantity of the data on pavement conditions play key roles. These factors depend mainly on the used condition indexes and collecting method. The popular indexes measuring the severity of pavement damage are the pavement condition index (PCI, developed by the United States Army Corps of Engineers in 1987) and the international roughness index (IRI, introduced by the World Bank in 1986). Although these indexes are the best pavement condition indicators, related data are difficult to collect at the network level because of time and device costs. Hence, the PCI and IRI are more likely suitable for high-grade roads, such as expressways or airport runways.



An alternative pavement condition index for urban roads is cracking. As described in the standard of the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) [46], 9 of the 19 forms of distress in the PCI are associated with cracking, such as alligator, block, edge, and joint reflection cracking. In addition, the traffic volume and vehicle load on urban roads are lower than on highways and expressways. Cracks commonly appear on urban pavements instead of potholes, bending, or roughness [5,7]. Thus, several studies have considered cracks as indicators of pavement durability, driving safety, and comfort [47,48]. In Japan, based on the pavement inspection guidelines of the Japan Road Association [49], local administrators can decide on which investigation criteria to use. Therefore, most Japanese cities evaluate pavement condition using cracks [50].



For Muroran, this study collected pavement condition data from June to November 2018 using an AI-aided cracking detection method developed by Asada et al. [51]. As described by the author in [51], an attached camera (GoPro HERO5 produced by GoPro, Inc., San Mateo, CA, USA) on a moving vehicle records videos of the road surface and extracts each 5 m segment based on the location information (Figure 2). Then, the AI program (the U-net network architecture [52]) detects cracks in extracted images. Finally, the process calculates the crack ratio (CR) value for each segment, a conventional pavement damage index in Japan [53].



Figure 2 illustrates the process for determining the CR by following the Handbook of Pavement Survey and Test Methods published by the Japan Road Association [54]. In this figure, M1 and M2 account for the number of meshes with one and more than one crack, respectively (Figure 2a). Likewise, MA denotes the total number of meshes in the measured area. A correlation coefficient value of 0.84 verifies the accuracy of the applied method using the hand sketch method (Figure 2b). By measuring every 5 m segment of each lane, the total length of the surveyed road was found to be 557.7 km (111,540 units), which accounted for approximately 96.7% of the entire network. The remaining segments (3.3%) were coarse pavement or under construction.




2.2.2. Building Location Data


Regarding building data, the present study used the latest Urban Planning Basic Survey Data for Muroran, an official and fundamental database for planning and construction work in Japan, updated in 2018. Specifically, we focused on three building types: residential housing, commercial buildings, and medical facilities. These buildings represent road users, economic activities, and public healthcare facilities, respectively, which are the primary objectives of road service.



Figure 3 depicts the locations of buildings in Muroran by type and floor area. As described in this figure, housing, commercial, and medical facilities accounted for approximately 93.9%, 5.5%, and 0.6% of building types, respectively. Of the three districts, Districts B and C have a higher residential housing density than District A. District A, however, exhibits a bigger housing size and a higher number of commercial and medical facilities than District B and C. These descriptions reflect the complex function of District A.





2.3. Spatial Analyses of Cracking Pavements


To address the first research question, we propose to apply spatial autocorrelation analysis, including global Moran’s I and local Moran’s I or local indicators of spatial association (LISA). Global Moran’s I (introduced by Moran [55]) determines the level of correlation among neighboring objects in space [56,57]. Equation (1) exhibits the calculation of a global Moran’s I value (Ix) [58].


   I x  =   n   ∑   i = 1  n    ∑   j = 1  n   w  i j      x i  −  x ¯       x j  −  x ¯        ∑   i = 1  n    ∑   j = 1  n   w  i j       ∑   i = 1  n       x i  −  x ¯     2      ,  



(1)




where n denotes the total number of objects in an area;      x i    and    x j    are the CR values of segments I and j, respectively;   x ¯   stands for the average CR of all segments; and lastly,    w  i j     refers to the spatial weight matrix and is defined by Equation (2). Note that features in this analysis are represented by midpoints of segments. Using these terms, we defined the condition as a distance shorter than 100 m from a calculated object, which equals the standard size of a unit block in Japan.


   w  i j   =         1   if    i   and   j   satisfies   the   condition           0   otherwise       .  



(2)







Equation (1) returns a range of Ix values from −1 to 1. When Ix has a value of −1, the CR is dispersed perfectly. Meanwhile, a value of +1 indicates a perfectly clustered CR, and a value of 0 implies that the CR is dispersed randomly.



Equations (3) and (4) express the calculation of the local Moran’s I index (Ii) Using the same annotation from Equation (1).


   I i  =      x i  −  x ¯       S i 2      ∑   j = 1  n   w  i j      x j  −  x ¯     



(3)






   S i 2  =     ∑   j = 1 , j ≠ i  n   w  i j     n − 1   −   x ¯  2   



(4)







Using Ii values, we classified each segment into one of four groups. A positive Ii value refers to high–high (HH) and low–low (LL) clusters. They denote a similar level of damage at neighboring locations. By contrast, a negative Ii value suggests low–high (LH) and high–low (HL) clusters, which present levels of divergent damage at neighboring locations. In this study, we focused on the HH clusters, which have a high density of damaged segments. Moreover, we excluded areas with few roads (less than 500 m) to remove noise from the analyses. The final number of districts was 75.




2.4. Assessment of Network Level Pavement Maintenance Plans


This section introduces a novel approach that helps create and evaluate a road network maintenance plan. The content includes (1) roadside pavement condition indexes, (2) determining repair target sections, and (3) prioritizing and assessment for maintaining sections.



2.4.1. Roadside Pavement Condition Indexes


Regarding roadside pavement conditions, we present six indexes, considering their association with the neighboring environment. These indexes are the spatial lag of the CR (SCR), total residential housing floor area (TFSH), total commercial facility floor area (TFSC), total medical facility floor area (TFSM), total floor area of the three types of buildings (TFSA), and the mixed index. Generally, the value of these indexes is equal to their mean value within 100 m of the pavement segment, except for the last index.



	
SCR






Because the SCR represents the average value of the CRs of neighboring segments within 100 m of the calculated location, a high value of SCR reflects the damaged pavement concentrated in certain areas. Repairing these segments would improve specific roads and surrounding areas. Therefore, a section with high SCR values indicates a high priority for maintenance.



	
TFSH






Residential housing is a proxy for the population; thus, a high housing density would indicate numerous road users in an area. Several studies use this index to assess the benefits that can be gained by roadside residents when the pavement is repaired [59,60]. This study used the TFSH as an indicator of benefits for residents.



	
TFSC






Commercial facilities are places for business and social activities. They also serve as public spaces that attract citizens from inside and outside the city to visit. Hence, maintaining the esthetics and road conditions would enhance the city’s economy [61]. Consequently, the TFSC would be one of the essential prioritization indicators for pavement repair.



	
TFSM






Recently, the number of medical facility users is increasing with the aging society in Japan. Vibration due to damaged pavements may decrease driving safety and cause danger to residents. For this reason, the quality of medical services could be affected [38,62]. Thus, the TFSM should be a critical index for the road maintenance plan.



	
TFSA






The TFSA denotes the combination of the TFSH, TFSC, and TFSM and includes three types of buildings in its value.



	
Mixed index






Using the single roadside condition index to extract sections that require repair may lead to an imbalance in expected benefits. For example, the TFSH may promote the benefits of roadside residents but compromise comfort and safety in commercial areas. Intuitively, a multi-objective optimization method is a possible solution [14,15,16]. Such methods, however, typically incur high computation costs, especially with an enormous volume of data at the network level. In addition, interpreting and explaining the outputs of these processes is difficult because of their complexity. Thus, the current study proposes a mixed index that integrates the TFSA and SCR, as defined in Equation (4). We expected this index would satisfy social–political and technical requirements in a maintenance plan. Note that we normalized the proposed index values to range from 0 to 1 because the units of the TFSA and SCR are different.


   Mixed   index    =    TFSA  × SCR .  



(5)








2.4.2. Determining Repair Target Sections


The primary task in a maintenance plan is to identify repair target sections. A typical index used in this task is the defective rate, the proportion of defective segments in a road section [63,64]. Afterward, the administration uses the rate threshold to classify target units. The prioritization process is then implemented in these sections to build the maintenance plan for each year. However, there is no regulation or instruction on this threshold value. The administrations may set it arbitrarily. Therefore, the present study used the presence of critical segments as a criterion to select repaired target sections instead. We defined a critical segment as an HH pavement with a CR value of over 40% (Figure 4). Then, a pavement would be a target when it has at least one critical segment.



As shown in Figure 4, we first divided each route into 100 m sections, a typical smallest unit for maintaining [8,46]. We then split these sections into 5 m segments to fit the applied survey method. Second, we assigned each segment a label: sound (CR < 40%), defective (CR ≥ 40%), or critical (CR ≥ 40% and HH). The threshold of 40% follows the instruction of the Japan Road Association [54]. Following the definition above, Sections C, D, and E are target sections.




2.4.3. Prioritizing Repair Target Sections and Maintaining Plan Assessment


The process of prioritizing repair target sections is as follows. First, we calculated the mean value of the roadside condition indexes for each repair target section. Second, we prioritized these sections following the top-down rule using these indexes’ values. For example, as Figure 4 expresses, when using the CR, TFSH, or Mixed index as the prioritization indicator, the set of the order of repair is (D–C–E), (D–E–C), or (E–D–C), respectively.



Regarding the third research question, we introduced the repair effect ratio as the benchmark score to assess the maintenance plan. This score is the ratio of the sum of the repair effect indexes of the selected sections divided by the total repair effect index of all repair target sections. For example, Figure 4 exhibits the repair effect ratio or acquisition rate when selecting Sections D and E for repair (last row).






3. Results


3.1. Pavement Condition and Autocorrelation Analyses


3.1.1. Current Pavement Condition


Figure 5 exhibits the CR index distribution with three grades of pavement condition [54]. Of the 557.7 km of surveyed road, the sound segments (CR < 20%) comprised 378.4 km, which accounted for 67.9% of the total. Likewise, nearly impaired segments (CR of 20% to less than 40%) totaled 112.2 km. Lastly, defective segments (CR ≥ 40%) comprised 67.1 km, which accounted for 12.0% of the surveyed road. This figure suggests that the city’s road network has been heavily deteriorating.



Table 1 summarizes the pavement crack ratios for the city’s network and Districts A, B, and C. As the results express, the defective segment lengths for Districts A, B, and C were 2.7 km, 9.4 km, and 3.3 km, respectively. Though District B is a new residential area, its road damage level was higher than in Districts A and C.




3.1.2. Autocorrelation Analysis


Figure 6 expresses the global Moran’s I statistics (a) and HH segment length distribution obtained from local spatial autocorrelation analysis (b). As shown in Figure 6a, 71 districts were significant and positive for global statistics. This result implied that the CR values clustered into either HH or LL in these areas. Meanwhile, Figure 6b exhibits the level of hot-spots (presented by the total length of HH segments) concentrated in some areas. For instance, a high level of HH appeared on the east side of the city.



Figure 7 illustrates LISA maps of Districts A–C. The results show that the HH segments in Districts A, B, and C accounted for approximately 17.3%, 22.8%, and 21.3% of the total, respectively. In addition, the number of HH segments was highest in District B, which accounted for 10,330 m. Alternatively, the lengths of HH segments in Districts A and C were 3450 m and 3525 m, respectively.



Figure 8 visualizes the distribution of the critical segments (CS) in the three districts. As the results denote, the CS segment lengths were lower than those of the HH segments. The CS lengths for Districts A, B, and C were 1860 m, 6020 m, and 2500 m, respectively. This output suggests that the damaged pavement level seemed higher in the highland (Districts B and C) than in the lowland area (District A).





3.2. Assessment of Network Level Pavement Maintenance Plans


3.2.1. Acquisition Rate by Prioritization Criterion


In Japan, a pavement maintenance plan is usually set for five years. In addition, the Muroran road maintenance administration can handle repairing 4 km of road per year [65]. Therefore, we extracted 20 km from the top of the critical rate as the repair target section. Table 2 presents the acquisition rates obtained from 4 km (the first-year maintenance) of prioritized pavement concerning the seven scenarios. Also, in this table, we used the conventional method, with CR as the criterion, as the baseline for comparison with other scenarios.



The results show that the roadside condition indexes improved in all scenarios compared with those in the CR scenario. Specifically, the TFSM and TFSA improved in five scenarios and decreased in only the SCR scenario. Likewise, the TFSH and TFSC increased in four scenarios. In addition, only the SCR increased in the SCR and mixed methods, whereas it decreased in repair effect in the others. Remarkably, the Mixed index scenario improved all roadside conditions. The TFSC increased the most at 0.41 point percent, followed by the TFSA, TFSM, and TFSH, with increases of 0.14, 0.12, and 0.05 point percent, respectively. Meanwhile, the SCR had the same value.



Furthermore, Figure 9 exhibits the accumulative repair effect when using the CR and Mixed indexes for making a five-year maintenance plan (20 km of road). The figure indicates that the mixed method improved roadside conditions considerably faster than the conventional method, except for the SCR index. For example, when using the proposed index, the acquisition ratios of the TFSH, TFSC, TFSM, and TFSA reached approximately 0.27, 0.83, 0.44, and 0.4 in the first year, respectively. Meanwhile, these values for the conventional method were about 0.22, 0.42, 0.32, and 0.27. The rate of improvement was even faster in the second year, as the repair effects increased from approximately 0.55 to 0.93 using the mixed method. The conventional index, however, increased the repair effect ratio from 0.41 to 0.64. In summary, although the proposed method did not attain the highest benefit for individual roadside conditions, it presents the best trade-off between indicators. Meanwhile, the prioritization criteria of the other approaches maximized their index only.




3.2.2. Visualization of Maintenance Plans


Figure 10 visualizes the locations of prioritized sections in the first-year maintenance plan using the conventional and mixed methods. Table 3 summarizes information on the maintenance plan in the three districts.



The results indicate that the mixed method increased the length of the repaired pavements by 0.79 km (from 0.74 to 1.53 km) in the first year across the three districts. More specifically, District A increased by 0.43 km (from 0.08 to 0.51 km), while Districts B and C increased by 0.18 km (from 0.49 to 0.67 km) and 0.18 km (from 0.17 to 0.35 km), respectively. Notably, the increase in the repaired pavements of the three districts is associated with the decrease in the other areas. Figure 10 indicates that numerous prioritized pavements in the mid-north region of the city become less significant when changing from the conventional to the mixed method. This shifting suggests the effect of buildings on the prioritizing process. The higher density of buildings in Districts A, B, and C would increase the roads’ priority in these areas.






4. Discussion


4.1. Spatial Distribution of Defective Pavements in the Urban Road Network


Regarding the first research question, the spatial autocorrelation analysis suggests that the damaged pavements (HH segments) were clustered strongly in certain areas. Furthermore, to our best knowledge, though autocorrelation analysis is a useful tool, it has not been used in pavement maintenance. However, the present study has successfully produced a multi-objective pavement maintenance plan for an urban road network using this technique.



Also, the hotspot analysis revealed the deterioration of pavements locally, which may relate to the service life of pavements. This period refers to the expected time for which pavements are functional. Beyond this period, the pavement may degrade and require maintenance, preservation, or rehabilitation. For example, based on the Japanese manual for pavement inspection [66], the crack ratios of low-traffic pavements or residential roads would reach a threshold of 40% by year 20. Nevertheless, the actual service time of road pavements is typically shorter than their expected shelf life because of uncertain factors, including an increase in traffic load, climate change, and quality of materials or construction work [67].



Regarding traffic load, in contrast to highways, traffic volume is more likely to be distributed unequally throughout an urban road network. Intuitively, weight load and vehicle intensity depend mainly on the roads’ function and location. As such, unequal traffic load leads to differences in the degradation speed of road pavements. In addition, urban roads are related intrinsically to the urbanization process. Specifically, the expansion of urban areas requires the construction of new roads. Hence, the age of roads would seem to vary across the city, resulting in early damage occurrence in specific areas compared with others. In this regard, inventory data on road construction would help to predict the deterioration of pavements. Based on this prediction, road agents can proactively create a maintenance plan.



In terms of the environment, high levels of damage would likely cluster in the highland (refer to LISA analysis), where temperatures and humidity are low. This factor delays the freeze–thaw cycle, which causes a slow deterioration in the condition of asphalt-concreted pavements, especially at the wearing course [68]. We suggest that maintenance and construction work in these areas should apply specialized techniques or reduce the freeze–thaw duration to protect the pavements.




4.2. Effectiveness of Proposed Maintenance Strategies


The results imply that the proposed method outperforms the others in achieving repair effects. Moreover, it can quantitatively produce the social effectiveness offered by the maintenance plan. These advantages might reflect the efficiency of directly integrating roadside conditions into the criteria for prioritization. Similarly, Torres-Machi et al. [4] used major infrastructure near a road (MI; the major infrastructure within 300 m of the road section under analysis) and the benefited population (BP; high-density city blocks served by the pavement) as aspects of social–political factors. The MI and BP, however, were assigned dummy values for yes or no. The authors then standardized the social–political factor to one of four values—0, 0.33, 0.66, and 1—based on the combinations of the two indexes. This process may lead to bias in results because the levels of the MI and BP were ambiguous. For example, the number of MIs and level of block density were undefined. In addition, the approach followed the best-first strategy in the prioritization process, which may be unsuitable for a situation with numerous damaged pavements. For this reason, Chu and Huang [69] claimed that the best-first strategy yields the lowest efficiency among other methods, including optimization-based, threshold-based, and worst-first methods (the present study’s approach). Thus, we believe the proposed technique would have more advantages than the previous one.



Another advantage of the proposed method is its simplicity and flexibility compared with the other approaches. For instance, Godoy et al. [60] introduced a social–political priority factor (SPPF), a combination of the four social–political criteria, namely, social perception, critical infrastructure near a road, BP, and the presence of alternative routes. Similarly, Zhang and Mohsen [37] adopted eight categories composed of 60 indicators to verify whether a pavement is suitable for repair. Remarkably, the two methods used expert judgment or interviewee opinions to estimate the SPPF using a regression model [60] and the priority of a category using AHP [37]. We argue that this approach may lead to difficulty in application to various areas because of the diversity of the social–political aspects. For example, variations in design and construction standards, differences in levels of service (LOS), or culture may change the coefficients of the regression model and the results of AHP. As a result, these models would have to be rebuilt and re-validated for each area. In contrast, the proposed method does not require these external terms. Thus, it could apply at regional, national, and global scales.



Finally, the proposed method does not use complex algorithms in its analysis compared with the other approaches. Therefore, local engineers can conduct the maintenance plan using costless devices. In addition, the quantitative results could help road agents easily make decisions. Particularly, the outcomes would support them in explaining and convincing residents, which could help to achieve high agreement with the community.





5. Limitations and Conclusions


5.1. Limitations


This study has certain inherent limitations. First, analyses used only the cracking index as an indicator of pavement damage, which may not comprehensively reflect the pavement conditions. Hence, future studies could supplement the current results using other data on pavement distress, such as rutting and potholes, to address this disadvantage. We believe that with the aid of ICT, collecting these types of data would be possible.



Second, to simplify the analyses, this study considers the length of the road as a budgetary constraint by hypothesizing that defective pavements should be resurfaced. This aspect may be suitable for the case of Muroran, where the damaged pavement level was high. However, resurfacing would be inappropriate when the conditions have been improved or in other cities with better pavement conditions. In these cases, repair activities may change to patching or sealing, which are less expensive than reconstruction. Thus, we propose that integrating the repair activities into the maintenance plan is a promising alternative to budgetary constraints.



Finally, although the pavement is the most expensive part of an urban road, other components, such as sidewalks and various facilities, require maintenance. Hence, future studies should aim to include these components in analyses. This initiative could comprehensively solve the management of the maintenance of urban road networks.




5.2. Conclusions


This study conducted maintenance planning for the urban road network in Muroran, a small to medium-sized city in Japan, using data on pavement inspection and buildings. The results of spatial analyses indicate that defective pavements would seem to cluster in specific areas, especially in mountainous and forested areas. Furthermore, the proposed method produced an optimal plan that significantly improved roadside conditions within a short period. Specifically, for the 5-year plan, approximately 55% of roadside residents (represented by the TFSH) and 90% of commercial and medical facilities surrounding the critical sections gained benefits from maintenance activities in the second year. Similarly, the plan still ensured that over 40% of the critical sections were repaired. Finally, the proposed method is not only reliable but also easy to implement and interpret, which supported the local road agents in making decisions and explaining such decisions to residents.



Finally, to the best of our knowledge, this study is the first that implements a maintenance plan for an entire road network in a city. The main contributions of this study are twofold. First, it enriches the literature by introducing a new approach to establishing a pavement maintenance plan. Second, it provides a good practice for municipal road administrations to address the current problem.
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Figure 1. Regional classification in Japan (left side) [41] and location of Muroran (right side). 
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Figure 2. Crack ratio measurement using the U-net model [51]. (a)—Crack ratio equation; (b)—Coefficient of determinant between hand sketch and U-net method. 
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Figure 3. Location of buildings and total floor space in Muroran. (a)—Building location by type; (b)—Building total floor area. 
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Figure 4. Illustration of the identification and prioritization processes of repair target sections. 
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Figure 5. Spatial distribution of the crack ratio (CR) in Muroran. 
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Figure 6. Spatial autocorrelation analysis outputs. (a) Global Moran’s I value. (b) HH segment distribution. 
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Figure 7. LISA maps of Districts A, B, and C. (a–c) represent Districts A, B, and C, respectively. 






Figure 7. LISA maps of Districts A, B, and C. (a–c) represent Districts A, B, and C, respectively.



[image: Sustainability 14 16189 g007]







[image: Sustainability 14 16189 g008 550] 





Figure 8. Distribution of critical segments (CS) in Districts A, B, and C. (a–c) represent Districts A, B, and C, respectively. 
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Figure 9. Accumulative repair effect of roadside conditions using the CR and Mixed indexes as the criteria. 
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Figure 10. Location of the top 4 km priority sections (red) by each index. (a) Conventional method. (b) Proposed method. 
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Table 1. Summary of pavement crack ratios.
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	Crack Ratio [%]
	<20
	
	
	
	20–40
	
	
	
	≥40
	
	
	





	City/District
	All city
	A
	B
	C
	All city
	A
	B
	C
	All city
	A
	B
	C



	Length [km]
	378.4
	14.2
	22.5
	10.2
	112.2
	3.1
	13.4
	3.0
	67.1
	2.7
	9.4
	3.3



	Cumulative length [km]
	378.4
	14.2
	22.5
	10.2
	490.6
	17.3
	35.9
	13.2
	557.7
	20.0
	45.3
	16.5



	Percentage [%]
	67.9
	71.0
	49.7
	61.8
	20.1
	15.5
	29.6
	18.2
	12.0
	13.5
	20.8
	20.0



	Cumulative percentage [%]
	67.9
	71.0
	49.7
	61.8
	88.0
	86.5
	79.2
	80.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
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Table 2. Repair effect by periodization criteria on the top 4 km.
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Prioritization Criterion

	
Repair Effect (Acquisition Rate of Top Priority 4 km Sections)




	
TFSH

	
TFSC

	
TFSM

	
TFSA

	
SCR






	
CR (Base line)

	
0.22

	
0.42

	
0.32

	
0.27

	
0.22




	
TFSH

	
0.39 *

	
0.07

	
0.52 *

	
0.31 *

	
0.21




	
TFSC

	
0.18

	
0.97 *

	
0.76 *

	
0.38 *

	
0.17




	
TFSM

	
0.23 *

	
0.55 *

	
1.00 *

	
0.31 *

	
0.18




	
TFSA

	
0.27 *

	
0.91 *

	
0.77 *

	
0.42 *

	
0.18




	
SCR

	
0.19

	
0.15

	
0.02

	
0.18

	
0.26 *




	
Mixed

	
0.27 *

	
0.83 *

	
0.44 *

	
0.41 *

	
0.22 *








*: case of greater than using CR index.
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Table 3. Length of repair target sections in the first year of each district.
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District

	
Road [km]

	
Building Indexes (Total Floor Area [km2])

	
Repair Target Sections by Each Index [km]

	
Difference [km]




	
House

	
Commercial

	
Medical

	
CR

	
Mixed






	
A

	
20.25

	
0.18

	
0.15

	
0.02

	
0.08

	
0.51

	
+0.43




	
B

	
45.42

	
0.35

	
0.01

	
0.01

	
0.49

	
0.67

	
+0.18




	
C

	
16.12

	
0.15

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.17

	
0.35

	
+0.18




	
Total

	
81.79

	
0.68

	
0.16

	
0.03

	
0.74

	
1.53

	
+0.79
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