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Succession Planning
(Being ready for the inevitable)

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

continued next page u

As of last March I have worked at 
KAC for eight years. As I keep in contact with the counties 
in the state, I see some of the same problems over and 
over again. A county may have a problem that they think 
is unique to their situation, when in fact it is a common 
problem. The two items that keep coming up over and 
over again with the road departments are training of grader 
operators and succession planning. This article concerns 
succession planning. 

Since I started work at the Kansas Association of Counties 
in March of 2007 I have been keeping track or road 
department leadership turnover. In eight years there have 
been 54 different counties that have new supervisors 
or engineers. Figure 1 shows those counties with road 
leadership changes. Many counties have had multiple 
changes. Of the 54 current replacements, five came from 
the private sector or KDOT, and three were hired from 
another county. That leaves 46, or 85% of the vacancies 
from internal promotions. Qualified exterior candidates are 
rarely available for a number of reasons. The specialized 
skill set is rare, generally county salaries are lower than 
the private sector, a 
move may be required, 
and job security is 
questionable. Due 
to lack of exterior 
candidates most 
counties have had to 
promote from within. 

I have been in 
county work since 
1972, and although 
I thought I knew 
almost everything 
about counties, I have 
learned a lot and been 
surprised a lot. One of 
the biggest surprises 
has been that generally 

counties do not have a succession plan for when their 
road supervisor retires or quits. Of the counties that lost 
their road supervisor, 90% of those counties did not have 
a person on staff that was trained and willing to take the 
position. They may have had a person that was willing but 
not trained, or they may have had a person that was trained 
but was not willing to take the job, but only 10% had a 
person on staff that was both trained and willing. In one 
county the supervisor announced his retirement two years 
in advance. That advance notice was great, but the county 
did not use that time to select and train a replacement. Their 
succession plan was to start advertising the position two 
months before the retirement date. That is poor plan. 

The road supervisor’s job, as well as most county 
department director positions, are complicated and 
demanding. Counties need a succession plan for all 
their department directors. The department directors are 
caught between the commission, the public, and their 
employees. It is a hard job with specialized skills and it 
takes an exceptional person to deal with all the conflicting 

FIGURE 1. Counties with road department leadership change since March 2007.
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demands. Department directors are not easy to replace, 
and for that reason alone you need a succession plan. The 
best succession plan for most counties is to train qualified 
subordinates that can and will step up when the time is 
right.

Succession planning is more important in a smaller 
county than in a larger populous county. A larger county 
may be able to pay enough to lure a qualified applicant 
from outside the county. A smaller county has limited 
resources and usually must promote from within. So the 
smaller county has to concentrate on growing leaders from 
inside the organization. That is done by identifying those 
employees with leadership potential and nurturing them 
along a little at a time by providing: 
	Management training
	Technical training
	 Increasing responsibilities and opportunities to 

develop their skills 
	Opportunities to get to know counterparts in other 

counties. 

Every county should have an assistant road supervisor. If 
the county is small, the assistant is normally a foreman that 
just fills in when the supervisor is off. Road departments 
are too small to have a lot of potential candidates for 
supervisory positions. So, never promote anyone to 
Assistant Supervisor or foreman, that isn’t willing to take 
the supervisor’s job. There are people that do want to be 
one of the bosses, they do want the bigger salary, but they 
do not want to make the tough decision, and they do not 
want the responsibility. That is not the kind of person you 
want as an assistant superintendent or foreman. Just by 
being there, the wrong person road blocks the training and 
experience of other employees that could develop into one 
of your leaders. So think about your county and answer the 
following questions: 

1. Is your Assistant Supervisor trained and able to 
take over if your Supervisor leaves? 

2. Is your Assistant Supervisor willing to take over if 
your Supervisor leaves?

3. Are there employees willing and trained to take 
over if a foreman leaves?

If the answer is no to any of these questions you are going 
to have a problem, you just don’t know when. 

Some people might say it costs a lot of money to do 
training, and if you train someone he might quit and you 
have wasted all that time and money. Well there are a lot 
of poor reasons for not doing things, and that one is one of 

the poorest. In truth, no county can afford to have untrained 
people operating expensive equipment, applying expensive 
materials, and perhaps doing the work incorrectly or 
poorly. The most expensive training is learning by screwing 
up. The screw-ups are not paid out of the training budget, 
but they are very expensive lessons. I can use myself as an 
example. In 1972, Marion County hired a kid less than two 
years out of college. Looking back I made mistakes that 
cost a lot of money. I guess you could say I received a very 
expensive on-the-job education. The point is it is cheaper 
and better to train a person so they are qualified before they 
get the promotion, rather than learning on the job after they 
get the promotion. 

Now if there are any commissioners that have read this far 
(That is a joke because I know most commissioners read 
every word I write), you should be insisting on succession 
plan for your department directors, including formal 
training, on the job training, and increasing responsibilities. 
You will actually sleep better knowing that there is a plan if 
something bad should happen. 

While there are a lot of positives with internal promotions, 
two of the negatives are a lack of new ideas and knowledge 
of what is happening outside of the county. These negatives 
can be overcome but it takes some effort. I will talk about 
that in my article next month.  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 .
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