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T
his past winter it was reported that January 2009 was the coldest in the past 30 

years in Michigan. County road commissions and local governments reported 

they had expended more than 60 percent of their winter maintenance budgets 

and expected that year-end deficits would require a reduction in staffing and 

services. The Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) projected a 

$32 million deficit for fiscal year 2008–09.

In contrast, the Wayne County Department of Public Services, at the direction of 

Wayne County Executive Robert Ficano, managed to maintain winter operations at a 

level that allowed the department to end the fiscal year under budget.

Following the winter of 2008, MDOT sent the public services department a letter—

as it did to all contracting county agencies within the state—informing them that as a 

result of the extremely harsh winter endured in FY 2007–08, all non-winter mainte-

nance activities were going to be cut to assure no budget overruns.

In some instances, as was the case for Wayne County, the non-winter monthly main-

tenance budget was cut nearly in half. With only $6.3 million remaining in the county 

maintenance budget as of March 2008 and a mandate to not exceed this allocated 

amount for the remainder of the fiscal year that ended September 30, 2008, Wayne 

County’s non-winter maintenance budget was reduced from an average expenditure of 

$1.8 million per month to $900,000 per month for the remaining five months of FY 

2007–08.

What this meant to the department was cuts—in services to both the state inter-

state system and trunk lines. Most important, though, it meant cuts in the staff for the 

Under-Budget Promise 
Delivered, Even with a 

Bad Winter
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roads division responsible for main-
taining 1,582 miles of county primary 
and local roads and 462 miles of state 
highways and trunk lines. Because 
of the severe winter of fiscal year 
2007–08, 37 employee positions were 
lost as a result of budget overruns to 
the state system.

In all, a total of 67 positions were 
left unfunded in the roads division 
and eight people lost their jobs 
altogether. This cut came in the 
aftermath of a four-year reduction 
in force that saw the roads division 
plummet from a workforce of 599 
employees in 2003 to a sustaining 
force of 397 in 2008.

This also left the roads division 
with only 360 positions to continue 
the task of providing mandated ser-
vices to the county and state systems. 
Subsequent to this last staff loss that 
took place in May 2008, the county 
executive convened the personnel 
and human resources director, the as-
sistant deputy chief executive officer, 
and the director and deputy director 
of the department and made it clear 
that a plan had to be developed to en-
sure the department would withstand 
the next winter’s operation without 
having to make further cuts.

In other words, we were to take the 
department through a thorough process 
improvement exercise during which we 
would uncover opportunities to stream-
line department operations in such a 
manner as to assure we would develop 
a fund balance set aside equal to, if not 
exceed, 1 percent of the department’s 
annual operating budget at the end of 
each fiscal year. Or, between approxi-
mately $1.6 and $2 million.

Guided by the county’s organiza-
tional effectiveness (OE) division in 
human resources, the process began 
with the development of a schedule 
of activity created by the department 
director, with guidance from the OE 
division director. This process broke 
into four key phases:

Phase 1. Identify potential areas of im-
provement in the winter maintenance 
operation. This process would entail 
holding a division group meeting with 
the key leadership team for winter 

maintenance operations to obtain im-
provement ideas from the employees 
at every level, taking a cross-section of 
the leadership and frontline personnel 
to ensure inclusion across the board.

Of key importance was ensuring 
that employees known to be out-
spoken and knowledgeable of the 
section’s and division’s operations be 
encouraged to participate.

Phase 2. Conduct department division 
group meetings to identify possible 
areas of process improvement and 
develop plans to address each based 
on priority of importance and cost 
savings to the division.

Phase 3. Hold a department-wide 
meeting to share the situation facing 
the department and the strategy de-
veloped to address management’s goal 
of not having to lay off more team 
members and to enlist the entire de-
partment’s participation in this effort.

Phase 4. Train the roads division in 
the how to use the monitoring tools, 
the “four disciplines of execution,” 
as a management resource to check 
progress of the process improvement 
initiatives.

Because the impetus for this exercise 
lay in the recent slashing of the road 
division’s staffing as a result of the pre-
vious winter’s high costs, it was decided 
that Phase 1 would address the area of 
greatest importance to the department’s 
operational capability at this time—
winter maintenance operations.

This was to the department’s ad-
vantage as the staff had long desired 
to revamp operations. For many 
years, the department’s main weapon 
against snowfall was to salt inces-
santly, assuring all county routes were 
covered with the naturally corrosive 
substance. No thought was given to 
the cost or potential environmental 
side effects because the primary con-

A stainless steel stratos spreader will be part of the new equipment acquisition 
that will allow Wayne County to continue to adjust its snow management 
system from an all-salting operation to a plow-and-salt operation.

On the basis of analysis of performance results, the county plans to continue 
to convert its current trough spreaders to low carry insert spreaders that 
provide the ability to pre-wet and spread the agent directionally along the 
routes, covering as many as three lanes of roadway at one pass while reducing 
the amount of agent needed to sufficiently treat the roadway. The new inserts 
also possess the ability to anti-ice, a feature that will also be used by the county 
to treat bridge decks and overpasses to retard icing on these surfaces.
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cern was to remove the snow from the 
roads and to make and keep them safe 
for county residents and visitors.

Of underlying importance was 
the director’s fast-growing concern 
that too much of the department’s 
budget was being used to provide 
this service. Winter maintenance 
for the county cost the department 
$15,494,712 for the fiscal year 
2007–08. This was approximately 29 
percent of the division’s $52,688,473 
approved budget.

Of the $15.5 million, over half—
$8,127,120—was spent maintaining 
state highways and trunk lines during 
the winter. This was 34 percent of the 
state’s $24,628,622 contracted amount 
with the county; $8,313,890, or rough-
ly 53.7 percent of the total cost for 
winter maintenance was for salt.

Some 188,551 tons of salt were 
used to keep the state and county road 
systems open during winter storms 
for the FY2007–08 snow season. Price 
per ton from the three vendors used 

through the state’s MIDEAL program 
ranged from $31 per ton to $37 per 
ton. Participating in the state’s pro-
gram saved the county between $20 
and $40 per ton, depending on the 
time of purchase during the season.

As supplies dwindled, prices 
soared, as was the case at the begin-
ning of the season for FY 2008–09. 
Even while pricing was locked in at 
between $37 per ton and $41 per ton 
for the three vendors used, advertise-
ments were still received from brokers 
offering to sell what was remaining of 
the available stores at a rate of $114 
per ton—a near 300 percent markup.

Challenged to review and revamp 
the county’s winter maintenance pro-
cedures, the OE division met with the 
roads division. The initial goal was to 
get all of the ideas from the frontline 
personnel and managers. In conjunc-
tion with this effort, and guided by 
OE’s division director, it was the goal 
of the division and department direc-
tors to secure the agreement of the en-

tire team by including team members 
in the decision-making process, mak-
ing them owners of the process.

After three lengthy and detailed 
meetings, the team came away with 
a revised operational procedure re-
quiring that all callouts receive the 
approval of the division head, on-
the-clock monitoring personnel be 
reduced by 50 percent, and the winter 
maintenance operation be trans-
formed from a salt-spreading opera-
tion to a salt-and-plowing operation.

The combination of these actions 
saw a dramatic decrease in overtime 
(30 percent lower than at the same 
time during the previous year’s sea-
son) despite the fact that the weather 
was much more severe than at the 
same period the year before. The new 
procedures resulted in a 23 percent 
reduction in the amount of salt used 
compared with the same period the 
previous year.

The decreases in salt were achieved 
despite the fact that the 2008–09 win-
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Scott A. Adkins
St. Clair, MI
Gary A. Bacock
Fernley, NV
Thomas Bakaly
Park City, UT
Michael D. Baker
Downers Grove, IL
Ronald E. Bartels
WA
Priscilla Jane Blanchard
Hudson, OH
David C. Biggs
Redondo Beach, CA
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Lexington-Fayette County, 

KY
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Barnesville, MN
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Hutto, TX
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Kiowa, CO
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Normandy, MO
Dale Cheatham
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Chris Coudriet
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MN
Michael R. Epperson
Dublin, OH
Daniel Evers
Deerfield, OH
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Columbus, NC
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Collinsville, IL
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Lodi, CA
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Steven G. McGinnis
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North Andover, MA
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Grants Pass, OR
Kenneth C. Sauer
Haines City, FL
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Kansas City, MO
James M. Southworth
Monroe, WA
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Lauderdale Lakes, FL
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Napa County, CA
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Johnson County, KS
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Lorie L. Bennett
Humboldt, IA
James Michael Boaz
NC

Toby R. Cotter
Richfield, WI
Rebecca T. Dickson
Chesterfield County, VA
Michael M. Dutton
Oak Bluffs, MA
Robert B. Lambert
Seven Devils, NC
Arthur T. Lasher IV
Bel Aire, KS
Darryl Martin
Clark County, NV
Richard F. McInturff
Deming, NM
Justin J. Miller
Falcon Heights, MN
Melissa J. Mundt
Gardner, KS
Peter L. Olson
Yorktown, IN
Richard L. Osborne Sr.
Nye County, NV
Andrew K. Pederson
Bayside, WI
Paul H. Poczobut Jr.
Orland, CA
Sammy H. Rich
Rome, GA
Joyce A. Shanahan
Ormond Beach, FL

Dana E. Shigley
Anderson, CA
Noah A. Simon
Forney, TX
Trey Yelverton
Arlington, TX
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Richard C. Ambrose, CA
Lester B. Baird Sr., FL
Martin P. Black, FL
Thomas E. Brobeil, FL
Peter T. Connet, NC
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Gerald F. Johnson, CA
Matthew J. Kridler, OH
John G. Manahan, KS
Kevin B. Northcraft, CA
Cheryl L. Patton, MT
Arthur J. Schmidt, OR
Douglas A. Selby, NV
Richard B. Self, NC
Robert A. Stockwell, UT
Larry D. Stoever, FL
Demitrios O. Tatum, CA
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ter was the coldest in 30 years! The 
overall projected savings for the divi-
sion based on the changes made were 
estimated to be approximately $3.66 
million for the fiscal year. Although 
the state is projecting an operational 
deficit of approximately $32 million 
as a result of the harsh winter, the 
county expects to remain steadfastly 
under budget for the entire year. 

Improvements Logged
Moving into Phase 2 of the process, 
the OE division met with each divi-
sion to obtain input from team mem-
bers. Following the meetings and the 
identification of additional potential 
cost-saving measures and process 
changes, an additional $3.2 million in 
possible savings was identified. After 
review and acceptance of the recom-
mendations by the respective division 
heads and the director of the depart-
ment, Phase 3 was introduced with a 
department-wide meeting in Decem-
ber 2008, where the situation that was 

unfolding was shared with the entire 
department.

Some team members were reluctant 
to accept the message shared at the 
departmental meeting. Other employ-
ees, who understood the county’s and 
department’s situation and the mea-
sures the department was employing to  
reduce as much as possible the likeli-
hood that it would lose more employ-
ees at the end of the fiscal year, wanted 
to cooperate and support the necessary 
changes.

The department-wide meeting 
marked an uptick in the department’s 
morale, which had been at an all-time 
low as a result of the personnel cuts 
sustained over the previous three fis-
cal years. In addition to the morale 
boost—and quite possibly as a by-
product of its occurrence—communi-
cation between the leadership and the 
frontline employees vastly improved.

Training opportunities for mid- 
level and frontline leaders are now 
being identified to ensure that com-

munication channels are further im-
proved. The department director and 
deputy director now make more fre-
quent appearances at division and sec-
tion meetings, appearing at employee 
service-pin ceremonies, retirements, 
and farewell parties. A department e-
newsletter has been introduced and is 
published quarterly for all employees 
and the 43 communities serviced by 
the department.

With the completion of Phase 
4—training of the roads division on 
the use of the “four disciplines of 
execution”—the department will roll 
out reporting tools that allow each 
division director to capture critical 
performance data from subordinate 
program managers and to compare 
this data with established results in 
the department’s strategic business 
plan family of measures. PM

James A. Jackson, M.P.A., is director, Depart-
ment of Public Services, Wayne County, 
Michigan (jjacksol@co.wayne.mi.us).


