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We Don’t Get No Respect

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

The comedian Rodney Dangerfield’s entire career revolved 
around one-liners about how he didn’t get no respect. But 
as county officials, don’t we all feel like that every once in a 
while? Seems like many state legislators don’t respect county 
governments, what we do and how we do it. It is not uncommon 
for a citizen to have no respect for county workers. A good 
example is many farmers think they can blade a road better than 
the grader operator. I suppose that it is a sign of the times that 
some people are showing less respect. But perhaps there are 
things that we do that cause people to believe we don’t know 
what we are doing. A lot of county business is done in public. At 
the commission level there are even minutes that get published in 
the paper, or are at least summarized by the local paper. So when 
we do something that appears like we don’t know what we are 
doing, a lot of people see that. 

In some counties, there is confusion over the appropriate roles 
of the board of commissioner and the department heads. If a 
department head is inadequately 
trained and therefore unable to 
deal with the complex issues, he 
or she often “punts” the problem 
to the board of commissioners. 
If it is a technical issue, the 
commissioners are required to 
deal with the minutia, rather than 
policy. When items come before 
the commissioners that should 
have (and could have) been dealt 
with at a staff level, the board of 
commissioners is more likely to 
make an uninformed decision. 

In order for the commissioners 
to look good and be respected, 
they need department directors 
that will make them look good. In 
turn, the department directors need 
employees that make them look 
good. The problem is that there are 
not enough good employees that 
make their supervisor look good. 
Good employees don’t just happen; 
it takes training, mentoring and 
experience. Yet it seems that more 

“I told my psychiatrist that everyone hates me. He said I was being ridiculous - everyone hasn’t 
met me yet.”  – Rodney Dangerfield

counties need to make a commitment to training and developing 
their employees. 

I received a call from a citizen complaining about how the grader 
operators in his county did not know what they were doing. The 
citizen wondered if there was training available. There is training 
available, but guess what, this county road department had not 
sent anyone to training in the last 10 years. I hear that training 
costs too much. This is not only not true, it is a false economy. 
Inefficiency and people not knowing what they are doing costs 
the county every day even if it doesn’t show up as a line item 
in the budget, as there is no line item for doing something 
wrong. Since I am a road guy I will give a road example. I was 
in central Kansas driving down a rock road, and took a picture 
of a windrow shown in Figure 1. The blade operator had pulled 
the shoulder and put the grass and dirt in the windrow. When 
you mix dirt and limestone together, you don’t just get dirty 
rock, when it rains you get mud. So this blade operator had just 

FIGURE 1. Dirt in windrow shows lack of training
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ruined 2 miles of rock. The point is this blade operator was not 
properly trained, and obviously didn’t know what he was doing. 
The county saved on training, but it is costing them thousands of 
dollars just in this two miles. That is not the proper way to run an 
organization. Is it any wonder we sometimes don’t get no respect? 
We cannot afford to have untrained people operating expensive 
equipment, applying expensive materials, and perhaps doing the 
work incorrectly or poorly. As the above example illustrates the 
most expensive training is learning by screwing up. 

Training is readily available and inexpensive. Customer 
service, supervision and human resources training are readily 
available through KAC’s Institute of Excellence. Specialized 
training for road departments is available through Kansas Local 
Transportation Assistance Program (LTAP). KAC and Kansas 
LTAP have partnered to develop a Road Scholar Program that 
has a defined coursework and has three levels of certification. 
Most of the classes are one day and cost from $75 to $120. I am 
a road guy, I see the need for training in road departments. In the 
KAC Institute of Excellence about 80% of the attendees are road 
department employees. Since road workers are overrepresented 
in these classes, that would seem to indicate that other county 
departments do not have the same commitment to training. 

Now if there are any commissioners that have read this far (I 
always say that, but I know most commissioners read every 
word I write), if you want the county government to be respected 
you need good employees in every department to make the 
county look good. You need to insist on training, and insist that 
your department heads attend meetings and bring back ideas to 
implement. The last thing you want to hear is: “I don’t know, 
we have always done it that way.” So insist on a training plan 
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for all departments. Resist the false economy of cutting back on 
training. You will actually sleep better knowing that you have 
trained employees doing the work efficiently and properly, rather 
than stumbling through the day because they have always done it 
that way.  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 
to bowers@kansascounties.org .
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