
Tech Topic 
 

Sign Data Overlay for Google Earth 

 
The Delaware T2 Center’s RoadVista 922 retroreflectometer stores a great deal of information for each 
inventoried sign.  It saves the date and time the information was recorded, the various retroreflectivity 
levels (for both observation angles, α=0.2 and α=0.5), the GPS coordinates (latitude and longitude), it 
can scan a bar code so that a unique sign identification number can be used for each sign, and it also 
has the option to add user comments.  Once the information is collected, the device can be connected 
by a USB cord to a computer where the information can be easily imported.  The data can then be 
viewed and analyzed in a spreadsheet style format.  But, since the retroreflectometer collects GPS 
locations of each sign, the data can also be viewed in a graphical view for those more comfortable with 
data in that format.  We transferred the data for this project into an overlay file that can be easily 
viewed with Google Earth.   

 



 
Along with retroreflectivitiy levels, there was some important physical damage to some signs that are 
important to take notice of.  A camera with a GPS coding device was used to take pictures of these 
damaged signs.  Just like the user would click on a sign icon to get all the data, the camera icon can be 
clicked on to show the user a picture of a damaged sign. 
 
Google Earth is a free program that is simple to download onto most computers.  In an Internet search 
engine, a user should search “Google Earth” and follow the link to a down load screen.  The link for the 
most recent version of Google Earth is:  http://earth.google.com/download-earth.html.  
 
After saving the imported information from the retroreflectometer, it can be opened in an Excel file.  
With a little manipulation and converting the file to a .csv format and further conversion to a .kml file, 
each sign and picture in Google Earth can be clicked on to see its specific conditions.  Similarly, 
geocoded digital photographs can be layered by creating a .kmz file as an overlay for Google Earth.  
The screen shot above shows what Google Earth looks like with the signs and their ID numbers, as well 
as each picture and their file name once imported. 
 
This can get very cluttered with all of the information in a large area like the above screen shot.  The 
best way to handle the information is to zoom in (double click the left mouse button or use the zoom 
button on the top right of the Google Earth screen).  Another way is to hide layers on the Google Earth 
map.  There are different layers of signs and pictures.  On the left hand panel, under “Places”, the files 
are opened and can be shown under “Temporary Places”.  The check boxes indicate whether a layer is 
turned on or off. 

 
When some of these multiple boxes are 
“unclicked” and only one set of 
information is shwon, the map is a lot less 
cluttered and the user is able to see 
information better.  For example, if the 
user were to unclick the picture file, the 
map would just show the signs like the 
screen shot below. 
 
Conversely, the sign information layers 
could be clicked off and the photographs 
could be shown.   
 

http://earth.google.com/download-earth.html


 
 
If a user is to click on one of the signs, all of its information will show up right on the screen.  The 
following screen shot shows an example of this. 
 



 
 
The screen shot above shows: 

 Barcode.  The barcode number scanned for that specific sign. 

 LeAlpha=.2,  LeAlpha=.5, BkAlpha=.2, and BkAlpha=.5. These are the retroreflectivity readings from 
two different observation angles; the federal MUTCD requires the use of an observation angle 
α=0.2. 

 Position Accuracy.  The accuracy of the GPS reading, in meters. 

 User Comment.  If a comment was entered in the retroreflectometer by the user when recording 
readings for the sign, it will appear here.  For example, if the sign was hidden by a tree and 
comment entered to that effect, that comment would appear in this spot. 

 LatDecDegN.  The latitude in order of decimal then degrees north. 

 LongDecDegW.  The longitude in order of decimal then degrees west. 

 Rating.  Registers if the retroreflectivity readings were in or out of compliance with the current 
standards of the MUTCD.  

 Sign Type: The type of sign that was monitored, also shown by the symbol on the screen. 
 

 Red bubble with a black diamond inside is a Stop sign. 



  White bubble with a black square inside is a Speed Limit sign. 
 

  White bubble with a black star inside of it is a One Way sign. 
 

 Red bubble with a “D” inside of it is a Do Not Enter sign. 
 

 Red bubble with a black star inside of it is a Yield sign. 
 

 Red bubble with a black “P” inside of it is a Pedestrian Crossing sign. 
 

The purple camera icon indicates that there is a picture of a 
nearby sign.  Each camera icon is tagged with the file name of 
the picture in the picture file so that it can be easily found.  
Signs that have physical damage are shown on the map by a 
picture icon so that they can be easily identified while browsing 
the map.  Simply clicking on the picture icon will show the user 
the picture of that sign. 

 
Clicking on a camera icon, the user would see a picture like the following, which includes the file name 
at the top and a small description underneath of what the picture is showing: 



 
 
These Google Earth overlays makes it easy for anyone to browse where and which signs are out of 
compliance, which can be very helpful into deciding which signs should be replaced.  Indeed, with 
limited budgets, this type of browsing tool can help prioritize sign replacement and monitoring 
activities over a several year period.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
The Delaware T² Center’s full-time Engineer position was established with the primary mission of providing 
transportation advice and technical assistance to Delaware municipalities.  Contact Matt Carter at matheu@udel.edu or 
at (302) 831-7236 for assistance.    

This technical brief and/or its attachments may contain analyses or other technical information.  These are prepared as 
an Information Service of the Delaware T
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 Center and are provided "as is" without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied.  The 
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