
MaineDOT Speed Limit Setting Process 
  
“Safer Speeds” has been recognized as a key objective of the Safe System Approach, an international 
highway safety strategy adopted by Maine and the United States.  MaineDOT sets speed limits on all public 
roads in Maine, including both State and local jurisdiction roads pursuant to 29-A § 2073 §-1 and 2075, §-
3. To set consistent and repeatable speed limits that consider local context and road user safety, 
MaineDOT has created an updated methodology to set speed limits.  
 
This new methodology is based on recent research detailing how roadway context influences driver 
behavior. The Department is changing practices to gain voluntary speed compliance from drivers by 
posting speed limits which consistently align with road user expectations.  Research indicates that 
changing a speed limit sign alone does not significantly impact vehicle speeds.  When appropriate, 
MaineDOT will strategically use speed management techniques in combination with speed limit postings 
to achieve the Safer Speeds objective on the state highway system. The roadway and roadside elements 
used for speed management will more clearly convey the intended and appropriate operating speed to 
drivers.  
 
MaineDOT has established a Roadway Context Classification System that identifies the current context of 
a roadway based on many factors.  The five context classifications are: Rural, Rural Town, Village, 
Suburban, and Urban. 
 

MaineDOT Roadway Context Classification Names 
 

Roadway context classifications have been mapped on all public roads in the state with the new 
MaineDOT Roadway Context Classification Map.  This map will serve as a guidance tool to assist with 
implementation of MaineDOT’s speed limit process, the updated Complete Streets Policy, new project 
scoping and PDR checklists, speed management strategies, High-Priority Active Transportation routes, and 
more. 



 

  
MaineDOT Roadway Context Classification Map 

 



The new speed limit methodology is variable, with three processes that consider different factors to 
appropriately weigh the needs of road users.    
 

 

MaineDOT Three Speed Limit Processes Explained 
 
 
The speed setting process is selected based on the roadway context classification and the functional 
classification of the road.  In general, the variable processes will be used in the following ways:  
 

• Roads in the Urban and Village contexts and low priority roads in the Rural Town and Suburban contexts 
will use the “All Users” process. This option is geared toward lower speeds for improved access and safety 
of pedestrians and bicyclists. It is important to note that 85th percentile speed is not considered in the “All 
Users” process. 

• Roads in the Rural context with lower development density will use the “Mobility” process which 
prioritizes safe and efficient travel between communities.  

• High priority roads through Suburban and Rural Town contexts serve many purposes and the “Balanced” 
process will more evenly weigh these needs.  

• Freeways and expressways are not shown in either of these decision tables because MaineDOT decided 
to keep the existing speed limit setting practice for those road functions.  Pedestrians and Bicyclists are 



not allowed on freeway or expressway facilities, so there is no need to consider importance of other 
modes on those roadways. 
 
The following decision table is used by the MaineDOT Speed Limit Setting Tool to automatically assign the 

appropriate speed limit setting process based on roadway context and federal functional classification of 

the road: 

Speed Limit Setting Processes       

Type/Context Rural Rural Town Village Suburban Urban 

Principal Arterial Mobility Balanced All Users Balanced All Users 

Minor Arterial Mobility Balanced All Users Balanced All Users 

Major Collector Mobility Balanced All Users Balanced All Users 

Minor Collector Mobility All Users All Users All Users All Users 

Local Mobility All Users All Users All Users All Users 

 

The following decision table is used by the MaineDOT Speed Limit Setting Tool to automatically assign the 

maximum possible speed limit (the upper limit of a speed limit range) based on roadway context and 

federal functional classification of the road: 

Speed Limit Maximums by Expanded Functional Classification (MPH)   

Type/Context Rural Rural Town Village Suburban Urban 

Principal Arterial 55 40 30 45 30 

Minor Arterial 55 40 30 45 30 

Major Collector 55 35 30 40 30 

Minor Collector 50 35 30 35 30 

Local 45 30 25 30 25 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In addition to roadway context classification and function of the road, the following factors are considered 
in MaineDOT’s new speed limit setting procedure:  
 

MaineDOT’s speed limit setting methodology 
considers the following inputs in every 

situation:  

• Observed speed data  

• Crash history  

• Segment length  

• Traffic volumes  

• Number of lanes  

• Median presence  

• Density of driveways/access points  

• Level of pedestrian activity 

• Presence of pedestrian destinations 

The new posted speed limit may be impacted by the 
following inputs in some situations:  

• Lane, shoulder, and pavement width  

• Clear zone width 

• Frequency of sharp vertical curves 

• Terrain type 

• Horizontal alignment type 

• Frequency of sharp horizontal curves 

• Number of traffic signals  

• Presence of all-way stops or roundabouts  

• Pedestrian and bicycle facility presence, width, 
and separation 

• Level of bicycle activity  

• Crosswalk presence  

• On-street parking presence, type, and activity  

 
MaineDOT has created a speed limit setting tool based on similar tools created by transportation 

researchers and traffic engineering experts.  This tool automatically selects the correct speed setting 

process for users and properly consider many variables.  This tool does not recommend posting the speed 

limit significantly lower than observed speeds unless appropriate speed management techniques are also 

used.  

  

MaineDOT’s new speed limit setting procedure will maintain system reliability while improving safety, 

economic opportunity, and quality of life.  Implementing this process and the updated Complete Streets 

Policy for project scoping at the same time will maximize progress toward these goals given available 

resources. 


