
ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

How to Stay Out of Trouble

This month’s column concerns how to stay out of 
trouble. I have been around county work since 
1972 and here are the most frequent ways a road 

supervisor or engineer gets into trouble. Trouble can 
include doing something illegal, appearing stupid or 
just ineffective. 

Dispose of county property correctly. There have 
been a lot more road folks that get in trouble for 
selling things than buying things. The road department 
is a big operation, and to make the operation efficient 
the road supervisors are normally given authority 
by the county commission to buy large quantities of 
material. For instance, a load of asphalt can now cost 
$10,000. So a person has a tendency to start thinking, 
if I have authority to buy things, I probably have 
authority to sell. That is not the case, a road supervisor 
does not have authority to dispose of county property. 
You cannot sell a bridge plank, a used culvert, a used 
tire, or a load of rock without it being declared surplus 
by the county commission. It doesn’t seem right, but 
that is the way it is. Many counties have policies on 
disposal of surplus material that comply with state 
law; be sure to follow those policies. 

No private work. State law prohibits the counties 
from doing work for private individuals. The 
exception is road clearing, which I imagine refers 
to clearing snow from driveways. You can’t blade a 
farmer’s driveway, or pull out a dozer that a contractor 
got stuck when cleaning out a pond. You even have 
to be careful helping a contractor that is working on a 
county project. If county assistance was not provided 
for in the contract, the contractor needs to find another 
contractor to help him.

No channel changes: Resist the temptation to 
straighten out a stream channel; it can get both the 
county and the land owner in trouble. Permits from 
both DWR and the Corps have been required for 
channel changes for over 20 years. The environmental 
agencies do not like channel work, especially channel 
changes, so it is difficult to get a permit. If you 

feel a channel change is the only 
alternative, hire an engineer, and get 
your permits, if you can. 

Dispose of hazardous materials 
correctly: Don’t bury stuff like old 
paint, empty drums, treated wood, 
or anything that might be considered 
hazardous at the landfill or anyplace else. If you are 
not sure how to properly dispose of something call the 
KDHE district office, and they are happy to help. 

Commit adequate resources: Don’t start a project 
with a county crew unless you can commit adequate 
resources to promptly complete the project. There are 
few things that reflect poorer on your department than 
taking a long time to complete a project. 

Complete the project: Don’t let your crew pull off a 
project until it is completed and this includes cleanup 
and moving equipment off the job site. Most of your 
county residents will only see a road or bridge project 
after it is completed. We spend a lot of time, effort and 
money on building a nice project. It makes you look 
bad if your crew left litter or scrap material laying 
around, left a bump at the transition, or forgot to 
smooth everything down and seed and mulch. 

Track Complaints: As disagreeable as complaints 
might be, they do provide feedback on how you are 
doing, and may point out hazardous conditions that 
should be addressed. If you do not follow up on 
complaints you appear inefficient and uncaring. 

Have a plan and work the plan: Have a written 
annual plan and work the plan. Most counties have an 
annual blacktop maintenance plan and a bridge and 
culvert replacement plan approved by the commission, 
as well as constantly updated plan on smaller projects. 
Without a good plan we cannot maximize the work 
completed.

Make a good impression with citizens: Citizen 
support is vital to any agency. Opportunities for 
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making a good impression with citizens occur every 
day by the actions of us and our employees. The most 
obvious interactions are:
	Answering the phone
	Appearance of equipment
	Promptly handling complaints
	Returning phone calls
	Efficiency and courtesy or our crews

Also, a junky, dirty work area reflects badly on the 
department; keep the shop and shop site clean and 
organized.

Keep Current: There are road departments in this 
state that are behind the times. They never get out 
of the county to see what is going on, and it shows. 
We cannot afford to have untrained people operating 
expensive equipment, applying expensive materials, 
and perhaps doing the work incorrectly or poorly. If 
you have always done something a certain way, times 
have changed and there is probably a better way. 
Management and human resources training is readily 
available through KAC’s Institute of Excellence. 
Specialized training for road departments is available 
through Kansas LTAP (K U Transportation Center). 
Most county departments are associated with a state 
association. Road departments have the Kansas 
County Highway Association. State and district 
meetings provide excellent opportunities to pick up 
ideas, and they don’t cost very much. 

Now if there are any commissioners that have read this 
far (I say that a lot, but I know most commissioners 
read every word I write), you will like the next item. 

Make the bosses look good. Think about it, one of the 
reasons we have a job is to make our boss look good. 
If we make our boss look bad, he/she doesn’t need 
us; they can look bad on their own. Commissioners, 
like anyone, can come up with a bad idea. Our job is 
to talk them out of something dumb. If we can’t talk 
them out of it, our job is still to make the boss look 
good, and we have to do the best we can to make the 
dumb idea work. 

Of course there are a lot of other ways to get in 
trouble, but these seem to be the ones that result in 
needing to find another job.  n

COUNTY COMMENT • February 2020 5

NATIONWIDE RETIREMENT
SOLUTIONS (NRS)

Contact:  Don Regan, Program 
Director 
Address:  535 16th St., Suite 320 
Denver, CO, 80202
Phone: 309-660-2917
Fax: 855-282-7912
Email: regand2@nationwide.com

Nationwide Retirement Solutions (NRS) administers 
the NACo 457 Deferred Compensation Program 
for county employees across the U.S. NRS provides 
education, investments and recordkeeping functions 
for these plans. Along with the 457 Plan, NRS 
also administers a 401a Match Plan and the Post 
Employment Health Plan (PEHP), a plan that provides 
retiree health care reimbursements, tax free.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KCAMP is a member-owned self-insured property and liability risk 
retention pool providing coverages to 72 of Kansas’ 105 counties. 
Formed in 1991 as a viable alternative to commercial insurance, 
KCAMP offers broad coverage at low stable rates. 

Membership in KCAMP includes risk management services such as 
human resources consulting, legal advice, model policies, risk 
management grants and tuition reimbursement. 

Approximately 85% of U.S. public entities belong to risk retention 
pools. Contact us to learn why. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

David Luke, Administrator / CEO 

5425 SW 7th Street 

Topeka, Kansas 66606 

davidluke@kcamp.org  

(800) 240-9828 
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