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Some local road-owning agencies
in Michigan are sharing how they
implement cutting edge
technologies and techniques
into their practices. Pictured on
the right is Wexford County Road
Commission’s innovative use of
tools afixed to their motor grader:
a sod mulcher on the front and
roller packer on the rear.
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With less money and more traffic, it’s impera-
tive to find newer and better ways of
doing things, says Lance Malburg, engineer at
Dickinson County Road Commission (CRC). He
faces the challenge of “trying to fix our roads and
bridges any way we can with the limited dollars
we have”. In response to that challenge, Malburg
and Dickinson CRC have been trying innovative
technologies to fix roads and bridges in a cost
effective way.

Malburg has a track-record of using many
innovative paving materials including warm-mix
asphalt on a hot in-place recycled base, fiber-mod-
ified mill and fill, and rubberized asphalt. He is
currently bidding out work for a post-construction
shear stud installation on an existing bridge that
will be one of the first in the nation of its kind:
the project would involve using epoxy grout and
steel rods to add shear studs to a bridge nearly 75
years after the bridge was originally constructed.

He is not alone. Karl Hanson, engineer-manag-
er at Wexford CRC, has also turned to innovative
techniques after it became apparent the “conven-
tional way of doing business wasn’t going to be
successful”. He shared, “You can’t maintain the
full network with the dollars available to do things
the traditional way.” For Hanson, “stretching those
dollars” meant needing to find “different ways to
do projects in ways that would leave an acceptable
product”. Those “ways” would also need to “last
a long time, cover a lot of miles, and preserve or
improve as much network as [we] could”.

In his time at Wexford CRC, Hanson has pio-
neered the use of fog seals over fresh chip seals
and experimentally over bare pavement, has used

Gra hBrock, Engineering Intern
Center for Technology & Training

chip seals as an underlay, and has tested the use
of specialized equipment like sod mulchers and
grader-mounted rollers for maintaining Wexford
County’s shoulders and gravel roads.

Finding Innovative Ideas
While these engineers have been continuously
implementing innovation within their jurisdic-
tions, they give credit to others for many of their
ideas. “It’s not like we are breaking new ground,
we just tap into other people’s good ideas from
other areas and bring them here,” said Hanson. “I
look at existing technologies and techniques that
other people are doing.”

Similarly, Malburg shared, “A lot of it is “‘what
do I read?’, ‘what are other people doing?” I'm
not really that innovative; I copy everything from
everywhere.” While many would likely consider
Malburg “innovative”, he says he simply “stays
alert to what’s going on around us”. He makes a
point of keeping up with what neighboring states
are doing, often questioning “do we have a situation
for which their innovation would be a possible fix?”’

“If something works somewhere else, why not
try it here?” Malburg rhetorically asked.

Innovative practices are, in Hanson’s view,
“cutting-edge” and “different from developing
new.” When implementing cutting-edge technolo-
gies, Hanson explained, “You are on the forefront
of it, but you’re not creating the idea.” For him,
implementing innovative practices is about taking
existing technologies and adjusting them to fit
one’s own circumstances.

While new and innovative ideas can be

» continued on page 9
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Letter from the Editor

isu. It is a word that is thrown around a lot in Michigan’s Keweenaw Peninsula, where a sizeable population has
descended from Finnish immigrants. For years, I have heard the term and assumed a roughly-correct meaning for
the word. But, today, I looked up what it means.

Now.What?_Update.on.CI.I_Events__

Here’s what’s happening to

...County Engineers’ Workshop.

...Michigan Bridge Week.

...Highway Maintenance Conference.

...the workshop | was planning to attend.

The Center for Technology & Training (CTT)—
home of the Michigan Local Technical Assistance
Program—is committed to providing attendees with
a high-quality educational experience in a healthy,
safe learning environment.

The CTT will be offering its regularly-scheduled
on-site events in an on-site format during the re-
mainder of 2021 and thereafter. However, the CTT
is exploring hybrid options to make attendance at
some of our on-site events more accessible to those
who are unable travel. So, we hope you won’t miss
CEW, Bridge Week, Winter Operations Conference,
or other CTT events! Follow our events on ctt.mtu.
edu/training.

At any time, the CTT reserves the right to replace
the on-site session with an equivalent online event on
or around the same date(s). The CTT will make every
effort to provide sufficient notice of event changes to
attendees. All attendees at on-site events must adhere
to guidelines of the venue as well as any additional
guidelines put forth by the CTT prior to the event. l

Finlandia University, just across the Portage Canal from where the i
Michigan Local Technical Assistance Program is housed at Michigan
Technological University, defines “sisu” as “strength of will, determina-
tion, perseverance, and acting rationally in the face of adversity” while
carrying a “mystical, almost magical” quality (see https:/www.finlandia.
edu/about/our-finnish-heritage/).

After learning this, I believe Michigan’s local road-owning agencies
could truly be an example of “sisu”.

Our ageing transportation infrastructure means more roads and
bridges are gravitating toward fair or poor condition and keeping them
in fair or good condition is becoming more and more costly. The local
road-owning agencies tasked with managing and maintaining these roads
and bridges often don’t have adequate budgets to address issues that arise
using traditional tools and techniques. Sisu! Many agencies are turning to
innovative tools and techniques to maintain or improve the condition of

their roads and bridges with limited budgets. In the pages of this issue of

The Bridge, we share how some agencies find and implement innovations
on their road/bridge networks.

Local road-owning agencies have been facing another challenge this
year. The reduction in job seekers means that many positions at local
road-owning agencies and in other sectors are going unfilled. Sisu! Some
local road-owning agencies have been finding ways to attract potential
employees and retain the employees they have. In these pages, we present
some strategies for marketing your agency and how some agencies have
been making themselves attractive to prospective and current employees.

Finally, we see “sisu” in local e o " T
road-owning agencies as they ‘m -
battle —year after year —to clear | 2 0 2 2
roads of snow and ice that comes
with winter storms in order to 54
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make them safe for road users. We highlight in these pages how some agencies
prepare for that battle.

We also take a moment to introduce you to Marc Trotter, director of
engineering at Clinton County Road Commission, in this issue. He has been
working to improve transportation and utility infrastructure in the Lansing
area since his career began. Along the way, he has experienced the value of his
professional and personal connections.

In the meantime, if there are training topics or newsletter article topics
that would benefit you and your agency, please let us know. In our webinars
or virtual events, please share your suggestions with us in our exit polls or
event evaluations. Or, share your suggestions with us by e-mail at ctt@mtu.
edu, by visiting our conference pages and completing the Present tab form,
or by visiting http://michiganltap.org/TheBridge and completing the Topic
Suggestions form.

And, to all local road-owning agencies in Michigan facing degrading roads
and bridges, tight budgets, few or no job applicants, and a barrage of snow
and ice: continue moving forward with the determination, perseverance, and
rationality in the face of these adversities. Sisul!

Victoria
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Bridge
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Three Keys to Talent Acquisition & Retention

Victoria S Kaplewski — Technical Writer
Center for Technology & Training

It was a “hot” year: Not only were the
temperatures sizzling this summer, but
houses were flying off the market like a hot
potato out of one’s hand, and employers were
scrambling like eggs in a frying pan trying
to find employees to fill their open positions.

The latest labor statistics from August and
September 2021 reveal 7.7 million people are
unemployed and seeking work while there
are 10.4 million job openings.'? At the same
time, the trend in new jobs continues upward,
increasing job openings. It’s a hot labor mar-
ket, this time in favor of job seckers.

Consequently, countless businesses are now
seeking new employees and, at times, even
begging for applicants for their open positions.
Road commissions and other local road-
owning agencies have not been immune to that.

“People just aren’t applying for jobs like
they used to,” said Tamela Delvecchio, hu-
man resources manager/office manager for
Lapeer County Road Commission (CRC).
“We used to get 200 applicants when we
put up one truck operator’s position,” she
continued. “We’re in the process of hiring a
truck operator now, and we still got plenty
of applications, but it’s nowhere near what it
once was.”

At the same time, local road-owning
agencies are facing an increasing challenge
of retaining employees in critical positions
like equipment operator and mechanic.

“Every now and then, there’s employees
that will get enticed away with a 35-dollar-
an-hour job offer,” Delvecchio shared. “With
wages, we just can’t keep up.”

Delvecchio is not alone in what she’s

experiencing at Lapeer CRC. Both Linnea
Rader, finance and human resources direc-
tor at Van Buren CRC, and Jay Saksewski,
superintendent at Grand Traverse CRC, have
struggled to find and retain talent at the road
commission in the face of higher dollar-per-
hour positions elsewhere.

Making the issue of dwindling numbers
of applicants worse, less than five years ago
almost half of job seekers felt pressured to
accept their first job offer. That number has
dropped to only a third, now.> At the same
time, approximately 88 percent of job seekers
want a position in a stable company that’s
performing well, 67 percent would quit a
current job for a job with better retirement
benefits, and 60 percent place a value on
career advancement opportunities.*>

To address job seckers’ desires, local
road-owning agencies can use strategies for
attracting and retaining talent put forth by
hiring experts. These strategies include devel-
oping and using messaging to attract talent,
providing opportunities for skill development
and enhancement, creating community, and
advancing causes that employees care about.

Messaging to Attract Talent
Local road-owning agencies are generally
stable, well-performing agencies. A 1909
state law enabled counties to establish their
own road commission. So, many Michigan
county road commissions date back to the
early 1900s. City and village road depart-
ments are entities of and operated by the city
or village government.

Needs of local road-owning agencies

range from engineering design and construc-
tion of roads and bridges to hands-on mainte-
nance. As such, local road-owning agencies
must fill engineering, planning, mechanic,
equipment operator, and technician roles.
Filling these diverse roles requires various
messaging strategies.

With regard to engineering talent, the
number of students graduating with bachelor’s
degrees in civil engineering changed very
little between 2008 and 2017, maintaining an
average of 11,621 each year.® And, in spite of
exceeding mechanical, industrial, and electri-
cal engineering in new job creation’, civil en-
gineering continues to rank behind mechanical
and electrical engineering in the number of
degrees awarded between 2016 and 2017.6

According to Rader, Van Buren CRC
has targeted specific universities to attract
engineering students to intern at the road
commission but has had “very little luck”
with that. “We have had more luck with word
of mouth,” she noted, adding that the agency
is now exploring other ways to attract engi-
neering students to their internship program.

In 2019, the National Academies of Engi-
neering (NAE) published a research report on
how messaging can be optimized to attract
students to pursue roles in engineering.® They
found four types of messaging increased at-
traction to engineering: 1) engineers make a
world of difference, 2) engineers are creative
problem-solvers, 3) engineers help shape
the future, and 4) engineering is essential
to our health, happiness, and safety.® From
these four messages, the NAE developed a

» continued on next page

MichiganLTAP.org | Page 3


http://MichiganLTAP.org

Talent AchiSition & Retention (continued from page 3)

»promotional statement:

“No profession unleashes the spirit of in-
novation like engineering. From research
to real-world applications, engineers con-
stantly discover how to improve our lives
by creating bold new solutions that connect
science to life in unexpected, forward-
thinking ways. Few professions turn so
many ideas into so many realities. Few
have such a direct and positive effect on
people’s everyday lives. We are counting
on engineers and their imaginations to help
us meet the needs of the 21st century.”®

From these four messaging areas, the
NAE developed and tested messaging
themes:®

e  ideas in action
life takes engineering
a limitless imagination
free to explore
shape the future
an enterprising spirit.

And, they developed spin-off taglines:*
turning ideas into reality
because dreams need doing
designed to work wonders

life takes engineering

the power to do

bolder by design

behind the next big thing
engineers connect science to the
real world.

While the NAE’s messaging research
considered engineering in general, local road-
owning agencies can adapt the NAE promo-
tional statement, themes, and taglines to their
outreach materials, like their websites, social
media, and printed promotional material.

“Recruitment is a strong focus right now,”
Saksewski said. Grand Traverse CRC, where
he works, has internship opportunities for
engineering students. “We are looking to add
career days with high schools and to bring
students in for summer work.”

Recruitment and messaging should also be
specifically targeted toward women, suggest
San Jose University researchers Jodi Godfrey
and Robert Bertini.? While, according Census
Bureau statistics, the number of Americans
over 25 years of age with a bachelor’s degree
or higher increased from 26.9% to 36%
between 2010 and 2019, women—who make
up approximately half of today’s workforce—
outpaced men significantly in attaining
bachelor’s degrees or higher.'"*!

Yet, despite those increases in women
in the workforce and in women’s academic
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achievements, women in transportation
engineering professions increased from
12% to 15% between 2000 and 20177
Godfrey and Bertini therefore point out
that women are a source of talent, as
evidenced by their academic achieve-
ments, but are not being tapped for
transportation engineering professions.’

To attract women into transportation
engineering professions, messaging
should reveal how local transportation
agency work helps others (i.e., fulfills
communal career goals) in addition to
being a place to advance in one’s career
(i.e., fulfills agentic career goals), accord-
ing to Godfrey and Bertini.>"> Further,
mentorship by other women in the field
can attract young women to careers in
transportation engineering while adapta-
tion of the workplace environment (e.g.,
one that allows for flexible schedules
and telework) can further retention of
employees who would otherwise be lost
due to evolving family responsibilities.’

While messaging about engineering
can serve to attract engineering talent
to roles at local road-owning agencies, a
broader messaging strategy can be used
to attract talent to all roles. Typically,
local road-owning agencies are able to
offer excellent benefits packages and
continuing education or skills advance-
ment opportunities, two attributes that
almost 70 percent of job seekers look
for in a potential workplace.*

Lapeer, Van Buren, and Grand
Traverse CRCs have re-figured their
messaging when it comes to explaining
the value of their combined wage and
benefits package.

For all three road commissions,
attracting employees especially into
mechanic and equipment operator roles
has been an increasing challenge when
faced with the lure of higher dollar-
per-hour roles elsewhere. “That’s my
biggest struggle in keeping employees
here is what the private sector is paying
them,” said Zeb Schons, superintendent
of Lapeer County CRC, of the situation
at the agency.

Rader concurred, saying, “Right
now, a lot of people are focused ex-
tremely on the dollar and not the true
package, and that has been our number
one struggle.”

» continued on page 12
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The Winter Preparation Timeline

Thomas Page — Technical Writing Intern
Center for Technology & Training

Winter maintenance is an essential part
of any local road-owning agency’s
job. After all, it is easily what the agency
will spend at least half of its time doing each
year. “Preparation is really a year-round
event,” opined Jerry Byrne, deputy managing
director of operations at Kent County Road
Commission (CRC).

Remove Equipment & Maintain It

For local road-owning agencies, the prepara-
tion for the next winter starts as soon as the
last one ends. In the spring, the first thing to
do is to remove the winter equipment—snow
plows, belly blades, side wings, sanders, and
brine tanks—from the trucks. This is the best
time to clean and maintain that equipment.
“As the season winds down, we’ll take some
of the equipment that we use for winter off of
our trucks and we’ll go through it before we
put it away to get it prepped for the next sea-
son,” said Mike McTiver, engineer-manager
of the Luce CRC. This involves fixing and
replacing worn parts, repairing blades that
are bent out of shape, and rebuilding material
spreaders if necessary.

One technique that the Grand Traverse
(GT) CRC uses to track and manage the
status of their equipment is a tagging system.
Dan Watkins, the fleet and facilities manager

at the GTCRC, said “We do a system where
we mark the equipment: we choose a differ-
ent colored ribbon every year and, once we
know that it’s been 100 percent inspected, we
tie on a ribbon so we know the year [that it’s
been last maintained].” This helps the road
commission know what equipment they use
and how often they use it.

Order Supplies
Also in the spring, supply orders for the
upcoming winter are sent in to ensure
delivery on time for the next season. Many
local road-owning agencies participate in the
MiDeal program, a program of the Michigan
Department of Technology, Management,
and Budget (DTMB) through which the
state negotiates contracts with vendors for
different goods and services. One of the most
popular MiDeal programs among local road-
owning agencies is a statewide salt bid, and
the deadline for salt orders is in April.
When ordering salt, it is advisable to order
slightly more salt than what is expected to
be used, which helps maintain a surplus to

Winter road maintenance tasks
include (clockwise from top)
ordering and stockpiling salt,
putting winter maintenance
equipment back on trucks, and
anti-icing roads before storms hit
(photos courtesy of CTT Archive,
Kent CRC, and Farmington Hills
Department of Public Works).

avoid running out in harsher-than-expected
winters. McTiver suggested, “Usually, we
try not to see the back wall of our salt shed
because that means we cut it a little too close,
and we also try to leave a quarter of the shed
full just in case the delivery comes late or we
get an early snow.”

For steel plow blades, Watkins suggests
placing orders early to avoid being caught off
guard especially now due to supply chain dis-
ruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
“Most of the time we’ll see those blades
arrive in mid summer but, with backorders
for COVID it’s almost fall before those blades
actually show up,” Watkins said. “We need to
make sure we have enough blades to make it
through the next winter.”

Vehicle Maintenance

Vehicle maintenance is most often done in the

summer because, in the winter, all vehicles are

typically needed on a daily basis so there are

fewer opportunities to bring vehicles into the

shop for routine maintenance. John Rogers,
» continued on page 8
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When Connections Become Your Advocates:

Marc Trotter

Hannah Bershing, Technical Writing Intern
Center for Technology & Training

i

Marc Trotter, managing director of
inton County Road Commission

He accepted a position as an engineer
at Ingham County Road Department.
Trotter had the opportunity to expand
his professional connections with others
in the road commission community and
to learn about public agency work. His
day-to-day duties included road design,
CAD work, and collaboration with the
Michigan Department of Transporta-
tion Local Agency Program (LAP). In
Trotter’s estimation, these experiences
ended up being a “great background”
for what he’s doing now.

Five years after accepting the posi-
tion at Ingham, a professional connec-
tion of Trotter’s—a previous manager
from Fishbeck who had transferred to
MSU—reached out to Trotter and
suggested that he apply for a design
engineer position at MSU. Deciding
to gain more experience in the public

Marc Trotter, the director of engineering
at Clinton County Road Commission
(CCRQC), values diverse work experiences
and professional connections, using them to
improve Michigan’s roads and bridges.

“There’s always going to be roads and
bridges,” reflected Trotter. “Every com-
munity has a civil engineering aspect.” As
such, Trotter pursued and earned a Bach-
elor of Science in Civil Engineering from
Michigan Technological University. While
still in school, Trotter held an internship at
Fishbeck, Thompson, Carr, & Huber, now
known as Fishbeck. After graduation, he
was immediately offered a position as a staff
design engineer with Fishbeck.

In the role of staff design engineer at a
consulting firm, Trotter had the opportunity
to work in the field and gain experience with a
variety of projects, ranging from large MDOT
freeway projects to smaller municipal road
and utility projects. “I got a lot of hands-on
design experience there,” he shared. One of
the firm’s projects was providing mechanical/
electrical/structural support to Michigan State
University (MSU) for their on-campus power
plant. Trotter served as a consultant, helping to
design and maintain the steam utility system.

After 10 years of working with Fishbeck,
Trotter wanted to gain experience working
in the public sector of civil engineering.

Page 6 | MichiganLTAP.org

sector and to expand his professional
connections, Trotter joined the MSU con-
struction department team. He shared, “It’s
very different from a road commission...a
university is basically its own community
in and of itself: MSU operates a standalone
utility system and maintains road systems
that were designed and built on campus”.

By continually seeking diverse work
experiences, Trotter found himself seeing to
completion two projects he began as a consul-
tant with Fishbeck. “I began on the design end
of the North Campus infrastructure project
while working at [Fishbeck],” he shared, “and
finished the project as an MSU employee.”
Similarly, while at Fishbeck, Trotter designed
a flood barrier plan to protect buildings as
part of the campus flood response project.
He continued, “I got to implement it during
an actual flood emergency a few years later
when I was an employee at MSU: I was part of
the emergency

experience working from the perspective of
owner’s representative. It also kept Trotter in
the Lansing area where he was able to both
expand his professional contacts and see “a
lot of familiar faces” while collaborating
with other local agencies, utility companies,
consultants, and contractors.

Again, Trotter’s professional connections
became an advocate for him: a previous
coworker from Ingham CRD encouraged
him to apply for a position as director of
engineering at Clinton County Road Com-
mission. Trotter decided to accept the new
opportunity, viewing it as a way to expand
his knowledge and skills.

“Local work is what I like,” shared Trot-
ter, who has been committed to forming and
maintaining relationships with local road-
owning agencies and civic communities. From
Fishbeck to Ingham CRD to MSU and now to
CCRC, Trotter’s professional life has stayed
rooted in the greater Lansing area where he
grew up, deepening his sense of commitment
to the connections he’s formed.

Trotter began his new position with
CCRC in March of 2020, roughly two weeks
before the government-mandated COVID-19
pandemic shutdown. These first few weeks
ended up being a scramble for him, not only
to understand the dynamic of the CRC, but
also to help push forward three of the largest
urban projects the road commission had
worked on to date that were in the construc-
tion and/or design phases.

Immediately, Trotter had to see to comple-
tion the construction of the Dewitt & Clark
roundabout, which was the first roundabout
in Clinton County. The $2-million project
included non-motorized pathways as well as
one mile of resurfacing. He also aided in the
Dewitt Safe Routes to School project, which
included construction of one and a half miles

response team
that led crews
in installing the
barriers.”

As with pre-
vious positions,
working as a
design engineer
for MSU gave
Trotter valuable

Two of Trotter’s projects at Fishbeck/Michigan State University: left, development
and deployment of the campus flood response project and, right, campus utility
system project (photos: courtesy of Michigan State University)
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of new sidewalks and non-motorized path-
ways, resurfacing of two miles of roadway,
and repairs on three bridges. And, he took
on and is continuing to advance the Coleman
Road extension project, a $7.6-million project
to construct one mile of new urban road; the
project is now in its final phase.

“I got dropped into the middle of a mess
as our design consultant got behind on project
schedules and put the county at risk of losing
millions of dollars in federal-aid funding,”
Trotter shared. “So, it was quite a struggle to
get projects quickly out the door in the middle
of the pandemic shutdown”. Trotter shares
that he had to learn the team dynamics, under-
stand the background of each project, connect
with consultants, and ensure that everything
ran smoothly within a very short time-frame.

To compound Trotter’s already-hectic
beginning at Clinton, Trotter is one of two en-
gineers at the road commission. “We are what
I’d call a smaller mid-size road commission,”
he said about CCRC. “We don’t have the staff
numbers that other similar agencies have.”

Trotter and CCRC Engineering Techni-
cian Jake Perkins are responsible for the
design and construction of all county roads
and bridges, including federal-aid and local
township projects, as well as permitting for
private developments, right-of-way work, and
seasonal weight restrictions.

“We’re a very lean organization for our
size,” noted Trotter. CCRC’s lean structure
also requires that Trotter and Perkins share re-
sponsibilities within the different departments.

For example, Trotter, Perkins, and CCRC
Equipment Supervisor Jeff Brown share on-
call maintenance responsibilities during the
summer months to give a break to the mainte-
nance supervisors who were on-call through-
out the winter. Trotter, Perkins, and Brown
rotate weekends during the summer, being on
call 24 hours a day from Thursday evening
through Monday morning. Whenever road
issues arise, central dispatch contacts CCRC’s
on-call maintenance line, and Trotter, Perkins,
or Brown responds to the call by visiting the
site and determining the workforce and equip-
ment needed for addressing the issue.

Trotter chuckled, saying, “More calls
happen when we have a major storm, and I
always seem to draw the short straw for be-
ing on call the weekend when a storm comes
through.” Nonetheless, being part of this
on-call team allows Trotter to have a close
relationship with local law enforcement and
emergency responders.

Currently, Trotter’s project work at CCRC
is putting the value of professional connec-
tions at the forefront: he is partnering with
Greenbush Township and MDOT to recon-
figure and repave an intersection between
Colony Road and US-127. The project

Two of the three projects Trotter assumed when he took over as director of engineering at Clinton
County Road Commission; top left and right - Dewitt & Clark roundabout project; bottom left and
right - Church Road bridge replacement (photos courtesy of Clinton County Road Commission)

MichiganLTAP.org | Page 7

has been awarded safety grant funding.

As well, he is participating in MDOT’s
innovative Bridge Bundling Pilot Program.
As part of the program, Trotter selected two
Clinton County bridges that fit the program
selection criteria and is now anticipating
their reconstruction, which will be managed
by MDOT’s workforce and design team,
next year. “The benefit on our end is that
our agency could accomplish two additional
bridge projects in one year,” he said. “We
don’t really have the capacity to manage two
additional projects, even if they were fully
contracted out,...so for MDOT to step in and
manage the project for us is great.”

Trotter has also been instrumental in
CCRC’s collaboration with Ingham CRD
and Eaton CRC and the local municipalities
to begin planning and divvying up funding
for the next four-year cycle of federal aid.
“Having the former contacts with people at
the other agencies, it’s helpful to know them
in this process,” he said.

While professional connections in the
greater Lansing area have benefitted Trot-
ter at work, his personal connections have
influenced him outside of work. Over the
past few years, Trotter and his brother have
maintained connections with fellow airboat-
ers. He and his brother share an airboat and
can often be seen out on Saginaw Bay with
fellow airboaters.

For Trotter, maintaining connections with
his family is of central importance. He and
his wife both have a love of outdoor pursuits
that they are sharing with their children and
that helps keep them connected with one
another. In fact, Trotter’s wife manages an
outdoor conservation organization, about
which he admits, “Sometimes I actually envy
my wife’s job, she gets to go hunting and
fishing for her work.”

Trotter also readily sees the value of
his personal and professional connections.
He said, “Maintaining relationships with
coworkers, other entities, and contractors,
I think that’s key to an overall career and
making processes work well.”

And, from his diverse work experi-
ences, Trotter believes that his outcomes are
improved by physically seeing his projects.
“Living and working in the community, I
drive through the projects that I’ve worked on
everyday, my neighbors, friends and family
do as well,” he reflected. “Having that close
connection to the things that I'm working on
is my favorite part.” l
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Winter Preparation Timeline (continued from page 1)

» manager of Kalkaska CRC, oversees a small
fleet of 20 winter maintenance vehicles. “We
are not pulling all twenty into the shop at the
same time,” said Rogers. “We don’t have a lot
of backup, so we’re always prepping for the
next season.”’According to Rogers, agency
maintenance crews typically go through every
part of the vehicle looking for issues—large
and small—that may cause issues or down-
time during the upcoming winter. “When
you go out in this type of weather, any loose
electrical wire will be found,” noted Rogers.
Having a periodic truck replacement sched-
ule can benefit truck maintenance operations.
Older trucks with a lot of wear and usage are
typically brought into the shop more often,
increasingly costing more time and money.
“We started to see that trucks that had more
than 10,000 hours on them..were in the shop
more often with breakdowns,” explained Wat-
kins, who estimates that each GTCRC truck
accumulates approximately 1000 hours each
year. “So, if a truck was reaching that 10,000
hour mark, we want it off the main route.”

Summer Road Maintenance

Maintaining roads during the summer months
also has big benefits to winter maintenance.
Caring for the road’s surface with activities
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such as repaving and filling potholes helps
plows by providing a more even surface to
clear in the winter. Also beneficial is main-
taining the area around roads by clearing
ditches, pushing back banks, and cutting
overhanging trees. “It gives a place for the
snow to be,” explained McTiver. “You can get
natural melting of your snow by sunlight, by
clearing and allowing roads to dry out.”

Cutting trees can help prevent wear on
plow trucks, as well. “We’ll have the guys
start cutting trees on their routes—every
driver goes out and takes care of their own
route,” explained Watkins about the sum-
mer tree cutting initiative at GTCRC. “Any
branches, anything hanging over the road
gets cut so that when we start getting snow,
they’re not hitting them, scratching them, and
beating up the side of the truck.”

Before cutting trees in or near the right
of way, road-owning agencies should be
properly trained on equipment needed for
tree cutting and should be aware of safe tree
cutting practices (see article “Tree Trimming
in the Right of Way” in The Bridge 32.4).

Putting Equipment Back On
Once the fall begins and road and bridge
construction starts winding down, local
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road-owning agencies start to anticipate the
onset of winter. This is when they put the
winter equipment back on their trucks. “Our
goal is by October 15th, we’ll have half of
our fleet completely ready,” said Watkins.
“Then, by November first, the rest of the fleet
is 100 percent ready and we’re ready to go for
winter operations.”

Plow Route Management

Onboarding new plow truck drivers within a
local road-owning agency generally involves
having new drivers team up with experienced
drivers. Byrne says new employees start with
basic training on agency functions and safety
training, which covers tree removal and snow
plowing, before pairing them up with expe-
rienced drivers. Once they feel comfortable,
new drivers are allowed to plow on their own
while their mentors continue to watch and
coach them, says Byrne.

Similarly, McTiver shared, “We will put
[new drivers] with an experienced driver
and have them go around—basically we give
them ‘training wheels’ for the first couple
weeks just to get a feel for how the truck
moves and how to move the snow.”

The route itself also requires consider-
ation. One trend in winter snow removal has
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been to shorten plow routes and clear them
more often. “In the last few years, we have
increased and shortened the routes to be able
to clear them more frequently,” noted Jeff
Root, the superintendent of the Kalkaska
CRC. “So now, some of our main routes are
getting cleared two to three times per shift.”

Some local road-owning agencies also
coordinate with their neighboring agencies
in snow removal efforts. “We meet monthly
with all the cities that are within Kent
County,” said Byrne “We make sure that we
are preparing similar levels of service with
those cities and our neighboring counties,
and we’re talking to them monthly as we
prepare for winter.” He continued, “What
people don’t need is to cross the street and
come across slippery conditions compared to
wet pavement or vice versa.”

Winter Road Maintenance

Maintaining roads in the winter requires sev-
eral local road-owning agencies to balance
their time and resources spent on their own
roads with roads that they are maintaining for
the state under contract. “We have trucks that
only stay on the state trunkline because we
have a contract with the Michigan Depart-
ment of Transportation to provide plowing
service in Luce County for the state trunkline
system,” explained McTiver.

Winter road maintenance also requires ap-
plication of the right treatment for the current
conditions. Adjusting salt, sand, and brine
usage for the storm event helps to keep roads
clear. “It changes with every storm [based
on the] current conditions,” said Byrne. “We
will use everything from pure salt to pure
sand, to 50-50 mix or 60-40 mix....there’s no
one mix for every snow event.”

Additionally, pre-applying liquid deicer
before a storm can be a preventive measure
that keeps roads clear. “We use liquid treat-
ments on some bridge decks or areas of
concern...to help keep that road in a better
treatment condition before the storm occurs,”
shared Steve Roon, the assistant director of
local road construction and maintenance at
the Kent County Road Commission. “So,
we’re doing snow removal out in front of
storms with liquid treatments through the
storm, and afterward”

Agencies can learn more about custom
brines, blends, and prewetted salt in “Custom
Brines and Blends”, The Bridge 33.2, and in
“Pre-wetted Salt: Making Sense of New Salt-
ing Solutions”, The Bridge 30.3, respectively.

Communicating with the Public

When winter storms hit, communication with
the public is important for keeping drivers
safe and prepared. Having those communica-
tion channels in place before a winter storm
ensures that residents know where to look
for road-condition and construction updates.

McTiver publishes an ad in the newspaper
every September or October reminding resi-
dents leaving the area for the winter to take
down their mailboxes and have their mail held
or forwarded, and those staying in the area
to check their mailboxes for sturdiness. “We
don’t want anybody’s mailbox to get knocked
over, that’s the ultimate goal,” he said. “We
don’t really like replacing mailboxes, and it’s
rather inconvenient for both the homeowner
and the post office if the mailbox is not in very
good condition... and even the most gentle
nudge of a snowbank would knock it over.”

In the event of closures, McTiver calls the
local radio stations. “It’s usually the best way
to disseminate information in a hurry,” he
explained, “if there is a road that we’re going
to have a hard time getting to soon or if the
public needs to avoid a certain area so we can
get in there and clean it out.”

Kent CRC begins disseminating informa-
tion with the public through their online chan-
nels. “We have a communication manager
who calls and talks to [us] every morning, and
she updates our website and our accounts on
Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram every day
or multiple times a day during a snow event,”
shared Byrne. He says that the local media
often reaches out about some of their posts to
do television or radio interviews.

At Grand Traverse CRC, communication
with the public also happens through social
media. “We’re very big into our Facebook
page,” said Watkins. “We’re always putting
out daily notifications and road conditions.”
They also collaborate with the 911 central dis-
patch who can post updates on road conditions
or accidents to the GTCRC Facebook page.

“It seems like a lot of people like the Face-
book updates,” Watkins continued. “People
are always there leaving comments—you’ll
see people saying ‘great job!” and sometimes
youw’ll get negative comments, but it seems
like the Facebook page is a big hit.”

“We’re very rarely going to tell people they
can’t make it and they should stay home,” said
Bryne. “It’s Michigan: you need to be pre-
pared, have your car prepared, and have your
mental well-being prepared...give yourself
time, and you can make it.” ll

I n n OvatiO n (continued from page 1)

» adapted from other states, they can also be
developed in laboratories, often in collabora-
tion with universities or similar research
institutions. For example, Matthew Chyn-
oweth, chief bridge engineer and director
of the Bureau of Bridges and Structures for
the Michigan Department of Transportation
(MDOT), has worked with Dr. Nabil Grace
of Lawrence Technological University to
develop an experimental program to test the
emerging technology of carbon fiber rein-
forced polymer (CFRP) strands, something
Dr. Grace has been researching for more
than three decades. Chynoweth says the
partnership brought together the strengths
of laboratory testing to determine design
characteristics with MDOT’s knowledge
of the required design specifications and
requirements, noting that it was a “really
good partnership because there was the re-
search piece and the practical piece”. This
collaboration gave MDOT the information
they needed to design bridges with CFRP
technology, allowing the new technology to
be implemented on Michigan’s roadways.

“If something works somewhere else,
why not try it here?”
- Lance Malburg

Similar to MDOT’s partnership with Law-
rence Tech, Dickinson CRC has frequently
partnered with Michigan Technological
University, most recently on their rubberized
asphalt and cold asphalt projects. Malburg
recalled, “I was touring the lab [at Michigan
Tech] with some grad students and Professor
Zhanping You, and he had this jar of what
looked like gray oversized cornflakes and I
was trying to figure out what they were.” The
“oversized cornflakes” were chips of asphalt
coated in ground tire rubber that could be pre-
mixed with additives and shipped cold, saving
money in terms of hauling and storage since
heat is not required to maintain the binder
oil in liquid state. The researchers were “not
really sure if they had a usable product”.

Malburg discovered that this “cold as-
phalt” idea has also been demonstrated on a
few small test projects in the western US. He
approached Dr. You to partner on a project
using the technology, saying, “Let’s get them
in a road and prove they work”. The team is
hopefully awaiting good results.

On the other hand, Malburg also enjoys
sharing his knowledge with the university.

» continued on next page
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I n n OvatiO n (continued from page 9)

» He observed, “If you’ve got students up
there who are trying to learn how to be
engineers, why not let them in on some
construction and some design and some other
things.” He continued, “It makes them better
engineers when they get to their careers.”

Partnerships between local road-owning
agencies and research institutions allow the
researchers developing the technology in the
lab to have a real-world application of their
ideas while road-owning agencies can try
innovative solutions at lower costs by being
part of a larger research project.

The Drive to Innovate
It’s common for innovation to grow out of
needs-driven experimentation, according
to Chynoweth. “Certain states and certain
agencies have to try things out of necessity,
and they try it once and it’s successful and it
becomes an innovation or a technology that
can be shared with others,” he observed. “So
a lot of innovation comes from projects that
other agencies have done out of necessity.”
Necessity and idea-sharing has resulted in
innovations being brought to Michigan from
around the country. Implementing an innova-
tion in Michigan is often its northernmost
application in the country and presents the
opportunity to test the innovation in Michi-
gan’s unique wet-freeze climate.
Idea-sharing often starts through con-
nections made through participation in
organizations like the National Association of
County Engineers (NACE) and the American

Malburg is also inspired by road agen-
cies throughout Michigan. In particular, he
admires the innovative cold-in-place program
created by the Jackson County Department
of Transportation (JCDOT) and credits them
with bringing the technology to Michigan.

Chynoweth shares a similar experience
implementing carbon-fiber composites in
concrete bridges at both the state and national
level over the past decade. He primarily
connects with engineers from other regions
through AASHTO. Since he serves as
the AASHTO Committee on Bridges and
Structures chair, he is able to be involved in
nation-wide discussions related to composite
materials. Chynoweth also worked with the
University of Houston to develop the AAS-
HTO guide specifications for prestressing
concrete bridge elements, sharing innovation
across the country.

Innovation at a Cost

When considering a new technology or tech-
nique, Hanson recommends that engineers
“get as much information as possible about
the entire process” from one’s connections.
He said, “I would go look at the work of the
people who created the idea from a stand-
point of how it was implemented, how long it
lasted, how much the costs were.”

Likewise, Chynoweth shared, “I always
encourage [local road-owning agencies]
to look at what others are doing: if there’s
something that you’re interested in, ask more
questions, find out if there’s different ways to

Association of State Highway
and Transportation Officials
(AASHTO).

Malburg says that his in-
volvement in NACE allows
him to “talk with county
engineers from all over the
U.S.”. One of these engineers
is Todd Kinney of Clinton
County, lowa, whom Malburg
recently contacted to discuss
cost-effective techniques used
to preserve roads. Following
his conversation with Kinney,
Malburg recalled, “In Iowa
they do a lot of cold-in-place
recycling, so that got me
thinking about cold-in-place”.
Soon after the conversation,
Dickinson CRC tried a cold-
in-place technique on their
road network.
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Left: Asphalt pellets, originally grey, are now colored to show the performance grade of the asphalt. Right top (two
photos): Dickinson CRC hot in-place recycled asphalt paving project in 2016. Right bottom (two photos): Dickinson CRC
fiber-reinforced asphalt paving project in 2020. (Photos courtesy of Dickinson CRC).

fund it, find out if there’s grants out there.”
He believes there’s “more than one way to do
it other than just the same old way”.

Finding grants or other funding sources is
important for many local road-owning agen-
cies. However, if local road-owning agencies
intend to use federal or state transportation
funds for an innovative portion of a project,
they should contact MDOT’s Local Agency
Program (LAP) early in the design phase
since some innovations may be ineligible or
may jeopardize such funding.

High costs associated with maintaining or
improving roads and bridges typically either
drives innovation or comes with using a new
technology. “Funding isn’t there like it used
to be,” Malburg pointed out. “So, we need to
be innovative in how we spend the money
and try to do cheaper fixes, but cheaper fixes
aren’t any good unless they last.”

Funding difficulties have led Malburg to
find innovative solutions that aren’t as cost
prohibitive as other options. For example, he
used an innovative fiber-modified mill and fill
to repair a major county road when a crush-
and-shape treatment would not fit the budget.

Chynoweth has experienced the other side
of costly innovation, the side in which the in-
novative technology was more expensive than
the traditional technique. He shared, “In 2013,
MDOT did our first lateral bridge slide where
we put the new bridge on temporary substruc-
tures and used hydraulic jacks to slide it into
place over a weekend.” This bridge slide was
done on US-131 over 3 Mile Road just north
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of Grand Rapids. According to Chynoweth,
the repair window was small because US-131
is a main north-south route to Ferris State
University. Instead of the traditional replace-
ment timeline of three months, the bridge
slide only impacts the roadway for about five
days. While the cost associated with a bridge
slide is higher than repairing or replacing the
bridge with traditional techniques, he was
able to justify the cost in this instance based
on the savings in user delays.

Research has shown that user delays on
low-volume rural roads can result in thou-
sands of dollars per day in road user costs
(RUC); those costs increase depending upon
factors like average annual daily traffic, work
zone speed, and length of lane closure.! Both
Florida Department of Transportation (DOT)
and Texas Transportation Institute have
models for calculating RUC." In 2021, Texas
DOT published its annual RUC estimates of
$30.54 per passenger car hour and $41.91 per
commercial truck hour for use in calculat-
ing “project-specific liquidated damages
on projects with a significant impact on the
travelling public”.?

Problem Solving

Often innovative ideas arise to solve a
problem, whether it’s a physical problem like
corrosion or a limiting factor like high cost.
Chynoweth says, to determine if an innova-
tive solution should be explored, one should
start by “asking is ‘Is there a problem to be
solved?’”. Once a problem has been identi-
fied, the first step in innovation involves
“solving the problem”, which should include
asking “is there a better way to do this?”.

Chynoweth accepts that there may be
hurdles, and that often setbacks are also
drivers of innovation. “You may find that it’s
easy to solve or there may not be an answer
and that’s where the innovation comes.”

Piloting an Innovation

Once an innovative technology has been
identified or developed to solve a problem on
aroad or bridge network, how do local road-
owning agencies go about implementing the
innovation in their jurisdiction?

Chynoweth recommends testing the new
technology on a small project first. “If I want
to do carbon fiber on a bridge, I'm not just
going to pick 20 bridges and do it,” he of-
fered as an example. “I’'m going to do one at
a time, I’'m going to monitor it to see how it
performs, and then do another one.”

Similarly, when setting up for projects,
Hanson considers innovative solutions and

new technology or technique works. Often an
appropriately small-scale project can be found
within a local agency’s jurisdiction.

“Sometimes local road-owning agencies
can be the best testbeds for innovations be-
cause they have smaller bridges, that may be
less risk than an interstate freeway bridge,”
Chynoweth noted. This means that small
projects on local road and bridge networks
are often a great introduction of a new tech-
nology or technique.

In Hanson’s estimation, piloting ideas is
about “adding innovation as a small flexible
part of what you are doing and having the
guts to do it”. He explains that ensuring a
successful project is about being able to adapt
to obstacles and adjust the project scope
accordingly.

“The main thing,” said Chynoweth, “is
just having the technical expertise to propose
something and try it, ...having an experimen-

looks for nearby test sites
to demonstrate what he’s
trying to achieve. He
thinks staying involved
with the project during

“Sometimes local road-owning
agencies can be the best

testbeds for innovations...”
— Matt Chynoweth

tal program, having a pilot, and
trying it out and monitoring it.”
But, he says equally as impor-
tant is “having a champion that
will help you”. This champion

this demonstration phase
is particularly important, so he makes sure
he’s “out there watching it, and then making
adjustments in the field to make sure that it
works and is going to be successful”. He as-
serted, “I think that is the key: not just taking
an idea and then letting somebody else do it.”

Taking these smaller steps is “key” to pi-
loting ideas, according to Chynoweth. Piloting
ideas involves demonstrating the technology
or technique on a smaller scale and giving
innovators the opportunity to prove that the

is “somebody that can clear a
path, clear a barrier, get you to the next step”.

Prioritizing Safety and Accepting Failure
Chances for success in piloting an innovation
can be increased by selecting innovations
that are already in use elsewhere. In other
words, a proof of concept already exists for
the technique and it was shown to be safe.
Chynoweth emphasized, “When we look
at trying a new construction technique

» continued on next page
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I n n Ovatio n (continued from page 11)

or trying a new material in a design, we
always tie it back to something that’s already
known, something that’s already quantifi-
able, because at the end of the day my most
important role in my job is ensuring public
safety.” He continued, “So, we don’t rush
things; that’s why innovation can sometimes
take a while because you don’t want to rush
into something new.”

Nonetheless, failure is a possible outcome
of innovation especially when using innova-
tions that haven’t been tested elsewhere.
Failure is not necessarily something to be
afraid of, as failure can provide learning
opportunities for innovators. Chynoweth
explained,”Failure is a large part of innova-
tion; it may be frustrating but failure leads
to trying something else or trying a different
path.” However, he emphatically stipulates
that failure in innovation must be “within
reason” as the “number one tenant is always
public safety”.

Unproven and potentially dangerous
techniques should not be attempted. Hanson,
for example, limits his innovative projects to
techniques that “intuitively make sense” and
tests innovations on a small scale to make
sure it will work before implementing it on
a larger scale.

“We’re not going to build something and
then say ‘ok, fingers crossed it will be alright’
and then if it fails ‘well, that’s failure, let’s try
again’,” said Chynoweth, reemphasizing that
innovation can only be used when failure is
within reason and poses no harm to the pub-
lic. Still, Chynoweth encouraged innovators,
saying, “If we’re afraid to fail that means we
are afraid to try, and if we create an environ-
ment where failure becomes scrutinized and
criticized people are not going to innovate.”

Steps to Implementing Innovative
Technologies and Techniques

1. Find innovative ideas. Pay attention to
what other state or local road-owning
agencies, professional organizations or
committees, universities, and research
institutions are doing.

2. Solve the problem. Find an idea that will
likely work and research it. This may
involve talking with people who have
implemented the idea or researching it
experimentally. Find out if it has been
used previously and what you can learn
from its previous use(s). Before trying a
new idea, analyze whether it makes sense.
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Alternatively, discuss it with colleagues to
see if it will likely work.

3. Get support and funding through your
agency or outside funding sources, and have
MDOT LAP review projects that will use
federal/state transportation funds.

4. Pilot the idea. Try a small project with it to
see how it performs and monitor the results.

5. Expand the application of the innovation.
If the project was proven to be successful,
try it on other projects! If the project was
not successful, determine why it failed and
try a different approach.

6. Share your successes. Malburg shares his
approach, saying, “I usually get a hold
of most of the road commissions or local
cities and villages in the UP and even over
in Wisconsin and say ‘Hey, we’re doing
something a little different; if you want
to come see it, you’re welcome to do so.””

Recommendations and Advice to
Other Innovators
Malburg, Hanson, and Chynoweth recom-
mend that local road-owning agencies in
Michigan looking to implement cutting-edge
techniques do research and make sure the new
idea is likely to work in their circumstances.
Furthermore, they have found success by
researching the innovations that have proven
successful elsewhere, asking questions about
the details of the project, and visiting the
actual pilot project site ideally during con-
struction. Malburg, Hanson, and Chynoweth
have also found being involved with a project
from start to finish, being in the field as it is
constructed, and having a champion to perse-
vere past the inevitable hurdles are important
parts to making a new innovation successful.
For these engineers and many others
around the country, innovation is a solu-
tion used to overcome problems. “The path
towards innovation is identifying a problem
that needs to be solved”, said Chynoweth.
Malburg concurred, “The process to innova-
tion is find the problem and solve it.” H
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Talent Acquisition &

» Schons and Rader as well as Delvecchio
and Saksewski explain that road commis-
sions’ lower-than-average wage is offset by
offering a comprehensive benefits package
that includes a pension. Private companies,
on the other hand, offer higher dollar-per-hour
wages but offer little or no benefits package.
“I’ll say to prospective employees, if you're
looking to come to the road commission, do
not look to come here to get rich quick,” said
Rader. “We are really trying to educate on
what the value of those benefits are.”

Saksewski added, “People see that it’s
great career potential at the road commis-
sion, where it’s 24 or 25 dollars an hour and
guaranteed raises each year and the benefits
are awesome.”

Advancing Skills

Many hires at a local road-owning agency
assume diverse responsibilities and tasks.
Within a single position, working at a local
road-owning agency can offer a lot of variety.
“The day-to-day workings on the road, they
can be drastically different by the day,”
shared Rader. “I think the diversity of tasks
in each job surprises people.”

To raise awareness to the range of skills and
abilities needed for each role, Rader has re-
vamped the agency’s messaging about its jobs
by modifying job titles: “It used to be ‘truck
driver’ or ‘heavy equipment operator’; we got
rid of those and now say ‘road maintenance
employee’.” She hopes the modified job titles
will help prospective employees realize their
job will include a variety of tasks from driving
trucks or operating equipment to manual labor.

At Lapeer CRC, the situation is the same.
Schons commented, “A lot of people are
surprised at the variety of work that we offer
here—no two days are ever the same at a
road commission.” He continued, “I think
a lot of people don’t realize the number of
different tasks we are responsible for here.”
Schons points out that the road commission
attends to tasks ranging from maintaining
over 18,000 traffic signs to cleaning up trees
that fall into the roadway and to maintaining
state highways in the area. “The very work
we have here...—it’s something people don’t
think about until they come to work at the
road commission.”

Saksewski says work at Grand Traverse
CRC varies drastically by the season: “What
we do in the wintertime is so drastically
different from what we do in the summer-
time.” He calls wintertime work “very in-
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Wil i Outreach programs Lapeer CRC’s with the schools: Paint-a-Plow program for high school art students and

performance”

oriented. “You re-
port to work, you hop in your plow truck, and
you are by yourself,” he said. In summertime,
work is much more collaborative: “We are in
significantly larger crews, whether you are on
tree duty or working in the road right of way.”

In line with requiring a broad range
of specialized and general skills, local
road-owning agencies invest in continuing
education and skill development of their
employees—a selling point they can use in
their messaging to attract talent and during
the interview process.

Local road-owning agencies pay for engi-
neering staff to attend continuing education
training events. Many of these events can
be used toward maintaining a professional
engineer license.

Similar opportunities are made available
to mechanics, equipment operators, and tech-
nicians. Lapeer CRC, for example, revamped
their onboarding process to provide neces-
sary training for mechanics and equipment
operators.

“We don’t have kids coming out of high
school and going right into mechanics or
getting their commercial driver’s license,”
observed Schons. Consequently, the agency
was having a “hard time” finding candidates

Safety Sign Poster Contest for third-grade students (photos: courtesy of Lapeer CRC)

who had their commercial driver’s license
(CDL), according to Delvecchio.

Schons said, “We’ve evolved by saying,
hey, we’re going to hire you as a mechanic,
give you 90 days to get your CDL, help train
you to get your CDL, and, that has been a
huge selling spot for some of our mechanics.”

In addition, Van Buren and Lapeer CRCs
both offer apprenticeship programs primarily
targeted toward recent high school graduates
but also open to others interested in pursuing
a profession in mechanics, equipment operat-
ing, and technician work. These programs
provide temporary employment with the pos-
sibility of evolving into a full-time position.
As part of the program, the apprentice gains
experience and has the opportunity to work
on getting a CDL. Rader explained, “If they
successfully complete the program, there’s no
guarantee of full-time employment but it’s a
pretty solid ‘most likely’.”

Both agencies as well as Grand Traverse
CRC offer summer internships for college
students in their engineering departments.

Apprenticeship and internship programs
provide mentorship, which may benefit these
agencies—experts say that ongoing mentor-
ship can go a long way in attracting talent to
a workplace and even retaining that talent.*®

Creating Community Within & Engag-
ing Community Outside

People want that sense of belonging to a com-
munity, so one way to retain employees is to
create community at the workplace, experts
suggest.>’

At Van Buren CRC, Communications and
Project Specialist Alyssa McAndrew man-
ages the agency’s Facebook page and engages
employees by allowing them to direct the
messaging.

McAndrew began what she calls a “human-
ization” of Van Buren CRC’s Facebook page
by “starting with what their own employees
would want to see”. The fact that many of Van
Buren CRC’s staff are animal lovers comes
through in the weekly Fluff Wednesday and
animal picture posts, for example.

“At the end of the day, we’re here to serve
our people, but we have to have a little fun at
the same time,” continued McAndrew. “We
get a lot of comments from residents, a lot of
feedback on how much they like our page.”

And, at Grand Traverse CRC, employees
can use their generous paid time off for any
reason including public service. The agency,
therefore, has supported its employees in

» continued on next page
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their chosen avenues for service, which has
included local fire departments, township
boards, committees, non-profit organizations,
and places of worship.

Supporting employees’ initiatives and in-
terests creates community within an agency
and helps retain talent. But, engaging in the
local community outside the agency gives an
agency visibility in the local community and,
through action, communicates that they are a
desirable place to work.

For example, Saksewski makes sure
Grand Traverse CRC’s local community
involvement gets some visibility to the road
commission. So, Grand Traverse CRC visits
local schools each year and participates in the
local Cherry Festival.

“We want to be silent servers of our
community because we are our community,”
explained Saksewski. “It’s not so much that
we are doing a community service: these
are our neighbors, these are our friends, and
these are our family that live in the area and
benefit from us doing these services. Over the
hundred-plus years’ history of the road com-
mission in various forms, I think it has always
been a keystone in our day-to-day operations.”

And, McAndrew draws Van Buren county
residents into the road commission’s social
media circle by integrating content that the
local community needs and wants—such as
construction and maintenance project updates
and historical perspectives on the road com-
mission—with the fun content that emerges
from agency employees’ own interest.

However, Delvecchio points out that
road commissions, for example, often “get
a bad rap very easily” because the public
presumes the road commission is “not doing
anything” when roads are not plowed during
or immediately after a snowfall, for instance.
Both Lapeer and Van Buren CRCs’ Facebook
pages have been combating that perception.

“We’re part of this community, and we’re
in it to improve it,” said McAndrew, who has
given Van Buren CRC’s Facebook page “less
of a government entity” feel and “more of a
we’re people too” vibe.

Lapeer CRC’s Facebook page generates
“a huge positive spin” for the agency, says
Delvecchio. “We’re able to reach people in
the community and..let them know what
we’re doing every day—we can post pictures
of our employees out there working...and
show that we’re doing the best we can to do
our job,” she said.

Branching beyond social media, Lapeer

CRC offers a paint-a-plow program (adapted
from Washtenaw CRC’s program) for high
school students and a safety poster contest
for grade school students. While Delvecchio
says the purpose of the programs is to “high-
light the art programs in the schools and...to
showcase what the kids can do”, Schons says
he hopes the programs generate traffic and
“some positive posts on Facebook™ where the
agency posts its job openings.

He explained, “These kids go home and
tell mom and dad, hey, | got to meet the road
commission employees today, they brought a
plow to school and we got to paint it, and they
were really cool people to talk to, maybe mom
or dad’s looking for a job and hears their tenth
grader...sometimes it does have a positive
outreach towards potential employees.”

The paint-a-plow program lets high school
art class students paint the blades of road com-
mission plow trucks. These decorated plows
are displayed in Christmas parades, at home-
coming festivities, and at other local commu-
nity events. The safety poster contest for third
graders has students submit drawings on paper
that communicate a chosen safety message or
theme. The winning students receive a full-
size custom-printed traffic sign depicting their
designs. Schons says that parents have told him
the signs have thrilled their youngsters.

For Grand Traverse CRC, Saksewski says
the agency is now starting to see these com-
munity involvement initiatives as “exposure”
that can be leveraged to attract potential
employees to the road commission. “Every-
body has a camera,...snap a quick picture—it
doesn’t take a whole lot,” he said.

Worth Some Thought

Although Grand Traverse CRC hasn’t felt too
much pressure to revamp its hiring effort yet,
Saksewski pointed out, “We’re at that point
where we are going to have a good amount of
our employees in that 15 to 25 year experi-
ence range..with retirements coming up;
that’s planned, but we’re definitely seeing a
lot more people being lured away.”

“Some road agencies’ struggles at finding
new employees are worse than ours,” Schons
shared about Lapeer CRC’s situation. “I can
see us having to adapt to that one day.” He
continued, “Any of the seminars that you
go to right now, everybody is preaching the
same thing - Look, as an employer, you have
to change, you can’t expect the workforce to
change, because they’re not going to. So, you
do have to change. Find ways to draw new

employees and retain good employees.”

Both Schons, Saksewski, and Rader
underscore the advantage that local road-
owning agencies can offer in terms of work-
life balance for their employees.

Working closer to home, living and work-
ing in vacation destination areas, four-day
work weeks in the summer are all possible
when working at a local road-owning agency.

“I try to retain employees here by say-
ing, hey, if you go work for one of the big
construction firms south of 1-69 and your
child has a volleyball game on a Friday that
you’re really going to want to go to, you are
probably not going to make it to that game,
Whereas, here, you work in the county you
live in,” shared Schons. “T’ll say, you know,
if you need to take off Thursday afternoon
to go see your child’s softball game, have at
it, go—that’s where you need to be as a par-
ent; but, it works both ways right here at the
Lapeer County Road Commission because in
the winter time those employees know that
that’s when I need them here.”

Similarly, when Rader tells candidates
about the benefits of local road-owning
agency work, she says: “Come work here
to live comfortably and enjoy a really good
work-life balance.” H
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* See page 2 for more information about on-site and online events

2021 Materials Acceptance Process Seminar (Virtual)
November10; Becember-15; January 5; February 9; March 9; April 13

MICHIGAN

2022 Gravel Road Basics for Decision Makers
January 11 — webinar

2022 Advanced Thawcaster
February 1 — webinar

2022 Michigan County Engineers’ Workshop

February 8-10 — Bellaire
2022 Asphalt Paving Inspection Workshop : B % '
February 16-17 — Virtual workshop, March 2 — Saginaw; March 3 — B e, LY, : RE G I STE R
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Mark Your Calendar: 2022 Michigan Bridge Week
March 15-17 — Ypsilanti

Mark Your Calendar: 2022 Highway Maintenance Conference
WorksHOP: April 26 | CONFERENCE: April 27 — Bellaire

Mark Your Calendar: 2022 Michigan Winter Operations Conference
October 18-19 — Bellaire

February 8-10
More training opportunities! Shanty Creek Resort - Bellaire, Michigan

A . . Conference hosted by:
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