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It’s budget time.
Are we staying in business?

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Last month in my article I asked if 
your county is going out of business 

in a few years. There are a number of counties that make 
decisions like they won’t be here in a few years. They ignore a 
problem and hope it goes away, but it doesn’t, it just gets worse. 
They act like they are saving money, but the problem costs more 
money in the long run. We need to think long term, or we are 
doing a disservice to future officials and citizens of the county. 

Well, it is budget time and this is the time commissioners and 
department heads need to act like the county is not going out of 
business. Make sure that budget savings this year do not result 
in an expensive cost in future years. An example I gave last 
month was failure to budget for bridge maintenance resulted in 
premature collapse of a bridge. 

At budget time it is important to know if your road system is 
getting better or worse. Unless your citizens like bad roads, 
if roads are getting worse a budget increase is in order. Sure, 
a lot of people will give you opinions, but it is unlikely those 
opinions are based on facts. An outsider driving your roads gets 
an impression of the current condition, but certainly won’t know 
which way the condition is trending. Neglected roads and bridges 
deteriorate slowly, so even a commissioner that has been in office 
four years might not notice much change. There is some simple 
math that will give you an indication if your road conditions are 
trending better or worse. 

Bridges are the easiest to understand and for bridges we have 
good figures. A bridge life is about 75 years. So a county with 
75 bridges should be replacing on the average 1 bridge per year. 
If you are replacing less than 1 bridge per year for every 75 on 
the inventory then the bridge conditions are deteriorating. I just 
looked at the 2014 county annual reports submitted to KDOT 
and Kansas counties replaced 127 bridges. The problem is that 
there are 19,500 county bridges, so just to maintain current bridge 
conditions we should have replaced 260 bridges. The math shows 
county bridge conditions are deteriorating, and at the current 
rate eventually we will need to close half our bridges. Bridge 
conditions vary from county to county but the overall statistics 
for the state are pretty bleak. Anyway I would suggest that you do 
the calculation for your county, divide the number of bridges by 
75 and that is how many bridges the county should be replacing 
every year.

Blacktop roads need regular maintenance and some simple 
math will also tell if the surface condition is improving or 
deteriorating. As a rule of thumb, a chip seal road needs to be 

patched and sealed on a four-year schedule. So if you have 100 
miles of blacktop you should be chip sealing 25 miles per year. 
Divide your miles of blacktop by four and if you don’t have the 
budget to chip seal that many miles you have too many chip seal 
roads, or you need to increase the budget. Some counties have 
placed a 2” overlay on some of their chip seal roads. An overlay 
will last longer than a chip seal as it adds some structure to the 
road.  As a rule of thumb the first overlay will last eight years. 
So for your overlaid roads the annual budget should include 
overlaying 1/8th of your roads. 

Most blacktop roads need to be chip sealed on a four- year cycle, 
but what happens if we extend that chip seal? On average every 
year past four years costs an additional 8% in patching. So if 
you don’t have $20,000 to chip seal the road this year it will 
cost you $21,600 next year. At 8% compound interest deferred 
maintenance is a costly way to do business.

Most counties budget based on a three-year period. We look 
at the budget and expenditures for the preceding year, and the 
budget and projected expenditures for the current year. Then with 
this information we develop a budget for next year. The problem 
with this approach as it relates to infrastructure such as roads and 
bridges, is that it infers that the budget for the last two years is 
adequate to maintain the roads in their current condition. While 
the current budget affects the amount of work that can be done 
in one year, the condition of the roads and bridges is actually 
dependent on the amount of work done over decades. That is the 
reason we need to consider whether the road system is improving 
or deteriorating. 

FIGURE 1. Potholes are common problem due to reduced 
maintenance on asphalt roads.
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On the Road continued...

Rather than just looking at budgets for the last two years the 
county should also look at long term trends. Examine the staffing 
level and budget in all departments 10 years ago, and consider if 
the trends make sense in light of the current needs of the county. 
The county should also consider the level of service provided: is 
the condition of the roads good enough, and are road conditions 
improving or deteriorating? If road conditions are deteriorating 
we need to understand that if we don’t do something now we 
are pushing problems into the future. With the tax lid going into 
effect in a year, the 2017 budget needs to reflect long term  
needs.  n

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be interested in my 
twice monthly email on current road issues and road items of 
statewide interest. If you would like to receive these emails just 
send me an email request with position, and county or company 
at bowers@kansascounties.org . 

FIGURE 2. Signs are not the proper solution to road 
budgets.

Workers Compensation Insurance,
By Kansas Counties, For Kansas Counties

What does KWORCC provide for counties?

• Safety training & 
certification

• Stable premiums

• Trustees are county 
officials

• Trustees elected by 
counties

• Trustees oversee 
operations

• Quarterly reports to 
members

• Best claims practices

• Periodic safety 
inspections

• Combined purchasing 
power

• Owned by counties

Workers compensation insurance exclusively 
for Kansas counties since 1992.

www.kworcc.com 1-877-357-1069

Employment Opportunities
CITY ADMINISTRATOR – CHAPMAN, KANSAS
Chapman, Kansas (1,400) seeks Administrator to manage its full range of municipal services, including electric utility, 
and contribute leadership for continuing investments in community. Residents believe they have the best of both worlds 
– an authentic, small-town charm alongside easy access to the diverse higher education institutions, leisure amenities, 
and cultural assets in their region. The Chapman story includes a nearly complete recovery from devastating 2008 
tornado. Recently named by Kansas! Magazine as one of the “15 Best Small Towns in Kansas.” Responsibility for 14 
FTEs, $2.9 million budget, management of all services, policy research, and recommendations to governing body. 
Low range of salary: $65,000. Send resume, salary history, and cover letter highlighting governing body’s preferred 
qualifications in single e-file, in confidence to recruitment advisor: mflentje@austinpeters.com. Preference to resumes 
received before July 21. See qualifications in City Administrator Recruitment Profile on www.chapmanks.com.

PUBLIC WORKS ADMINISTRATOR & PURCHASING AGENT – LINN COUNTY
Linn County is accepting applications for a Public Works Administrator/Purchasing Agent.
Applications and job requirements are available at the Linn County Clerk’s office,  dlamb@linncountyks.com
or call 913-795-2668. Initial review of applications will begin July 25, 2016.
Salary commensurate with experience.
Linn County is an Equal Opportunity Employer.
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