
MEMO: 
 
To: Richard McGuire, Town Manager 
From: Ben Carlson, Intern 
Date: July 2, 2012 
Re: Noise from Engine Brakes on Industrial Avenue 
 
The purpose of this memo is to explore options for the town to address noise complaints 
from the use of engine brakes along a section of Industrial Avenue and develop a 
recommendation for consideration by the Selectboard.  Compression engine brakes are 
primarily a safety feature on large trucks which use the engine to help stop the vehicle.  
This allows the truck to supplement their ordinary brakes and can be particularly useful 
on the highway or on steep declines to stop more easily and with less wear on their 
brakes.  The issue is that these brakes emit a loud noise as they are used.  Further 
complicating this problem is that there are a number of homes adjacent to a portion of 
Industrial Avenue and there is a great deal of truck traffic due to the large amount of 
nearby commercial and industrial activity.  The Chittenden County Regional Planning 
Commission records show that the average number of vehicles per day passing through 
this area east of Brownell Road on Industrial Ave is 890 trucks per day as of 2001.  The 
area is in Industrial Zoning District West and the sound limit in that area is 75 decibels at 
all times. 
 
From research into the ability of towns to regulate the use of compression engine brakes, 
I have found that there are several options for limiting the noise impact of these loud 
brakes with varying levels of feasibility.  The following is a summary of my research on 
each option. 
 
Signs: 
Several towns that I contacted have signs requesting that drivers do not use their engine 
brakes, including Burlington (Flynn Avenue), Stowe, and Manchester.  These signs are 
advisory rather than enforceable, but may make drivers aware that residences are in the 
area and avoid using the engine brakes unnecessarily.   
 
Nancy Avery, Traffic Safety Supervisor at the Vermont Transportation Agency (VTrans), 
wrote on the subject in the June 2008 issue of Vermont Local Roads and recently 
confirmed that this article is still accurate.  Avery wrote that, “These signs are not 
warranted and are not supported by State Statute or the Manual on Uniform Traffic 
Control Devices (MUTCD)”.  The MUTCD provides standards for signs from the 
Federal Highway Administration.  Avery also stated that encouraging drivers not to use a 
safety device is “counterproductive to maintaining safe roads” and may even confuse 
drivers of vehicles without engine brakes. 
 
It should also be considered that this is a very busy area for large vehicles hauling 
supplies.  There may also be some liability issues if there was a brake failure or some 
other incident.  For example, the driver may attempt to blame the town for advising that 



the engine brakes not be used if an accident should occur that is traced back to brake 
failure. 
 
A sign stating “Quiet: Neighborhood Nearby” or something to this effect might make 
truck drivers aware of their noise at night without raising the above concerns, although 
then these signs might be requested for various other neighborhoods as well.   
 
Town Ordinance: 
Another measure could be a town ordinance, such as Montpelier has enacted, which 
prohibits the use of compression engine brakes in non-emergency situations from 9 pm to 
6 am.  From speaking with the city’s public works department, as well as public works in 
Burlington, the ordinance is not enforceable due to the brakes ultimately serving a safety 
function.  This may be further limited due to the Environmental Protection Agency’s 
authority to regulate noise from interstate commerce, according to Nancy Avery. 
 
Muffler Regulation: 
One problem that can increase volume of engine brakes is a broken or missing muffler.  
Police are already capable of issuing tickets for this issue and they are already a presence 
in this area at night.  Police could be requested, perhaps to devote more resources to 
addressing the issue.  The Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) has a commercial 
vehicles department, which could be requested to set up a stop where vehicles could be 
inspected to see that they meet the appropriate standards.  The DMV, for example, could 
better identify if a truck’s muffler were faulty by measuring the noise volume.  This may 
not solve the problem, however, as the brakes are quite loud even with a proper muffler.  
Avery also noted that maximum noise requirements are in place for trucks and that police 
may check mufflers as a possible cause of exceeding this limit. 
 
Limit Large Truck Operating Hours 
Another option may be to limit the hours that large trucks can operate in town or on 
specific roads.  The town could set a specific weight limit and hours that these trucks 
could operate.  According to the Oversize & Overweight Permit office in the Department 
of Motor Vehicles, it is under town authority and would involve submitting the 
restrictions to the DMV.  This is an industrial area, however, where businesses are 
operating heavy trucks at all hours and restrictions would almost certainly create conflict.  
Complications could also arise from large vehicles needing to utilize the road for other 
purposes, such as municipal assistance vehicles.   
 
Reducing the speed limit is also an option that is sometimes taken to reduce braking, but 
the speed is already low in this area.   
 
Recommendations: 
Overall, this is a difficult issue because a balance must be found taking into account 
safety regulations, noise concerns from the residential area, and the needs of nearby 
businesses.  Installing a “Quiet: Neighborhood Nearby”-type sign is suggested as the best 
option as it will remind drivers they are in a residential area and perhaps the more 
considerate drivers will voluntarily help by limiting noise from the vehicles. 


