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City of Montgomery, Ohio
10101 Montgomery Rd.
Montgomery, Ohio 45242
Bob Nikula

Public Works Director

Phone: (513) 792-8311

bnikula@ci.montgomery.oh.us

The City of Montgomery embraces the High Performance Organization model of simultaneously providing outstanding customer value, high product and service quality in a sound financial manner to its residents, businesses and visitors.  The City of Montgomery has created a mission statement of “Taking Responsibility Together to Provide Superior Services” along with the creation of supporting statements that include but are not limited to: organizational value statements, employee expectations and leadership philosophy that emphasize a commitment to responsive, high quality service, employee leadership at all levels of the organization, decision making based on creative problem solving, collaboration, continuous improvement, and stewardship of the entire organization.
 The City of Montgomery’s pursuit of high performance through innovations and a system of continuous improvement has resulted in improved financial performance, improved service quality while understanding and responding to our customers’ expectations in the services that are provided particularly during those times that life, health and safety issues are involved.
One such example occurred during November 2008 when after opening bid proposals for the delivery of de-icing rock salt the City of Montgomery recognized that it would be faced with a 172% increase in the cost of deicing rock salt from the prior winter. Although the price increase was a significant concern an equally important problem was that the price increase was explained by the fact that a severe shortage of de-icing rock salt affected the Midwest and Northeast portions of the United States of America.

In this part of the country snow removal and roadway deicing has relied heavily on the use of readily available rock salt. The reality of a significant price increase coupled with uncertainty in the supply chain for rock salt throughout the upcoming winter raised significant concerns to me as I realized that the business and service of snow removal would need to be modified from prior years in order to ensure that snow removal services that are considered by all of our residents and businesses considered as extremely important would not be adversely impacted even though the combination of increased price and uncertain availability of rock salt had the potential to negatively impact the City’s snow removal operations.

Residents and businesses in Montgomery Ohio have become accustomed to snow removal operations that were completed quickly and thoroughly throughout the community. There was no indication that price increases or shortages of rock salt would be a reason to change this expectation. The news that deicing rock salt prices had not only “spiked” to historically high levels but that the rock salt shortage could be severe enough that inventories of rock salt could be depleted before the end of the 2008-09 winter season was reported by local media outlets as a cause for concern by motorists. These reports included dire predictions that poor roadway conditions were to be expected at the local, regional and state agency level. The challenge the City of Montgomery was quickly faced with was how to maintain roadway conditions during the upcoming winter season that were acceptable and expected while rock salt prices rose from $46 to $125 per ton while putting residents and business owners at ease that despite TV reports indicating that their ability to drive locally and regionally would be significantly impacted to the point that unsafe roadway conditions should be expected.
The solution to this challenge was for the City of Montgomery to utilize a team approach that included the most novice, front-line employee to the executive level in creative problem solving utilizing the varying perspectives of our entire workforce.  A cross departmental team was quickly formed with all members being provided information about all of the facts associated with the salt shortage, expected service levels and tools available to meet this perplexing challenge in the most innovative way possible given the short timeframe until snow removal operations would be implemented which in Montgomery Ohio would typically begin in early to mid December.
Executive level discussions occurred between the Public Works Director, City Manager and Law Director.  Due to the significant price spikes and uncertainty of rock salt availability this executive level staff agreed that changes in the City’s snow removal policy were necessary but that high service levels must be maintained. A review of the Snow Removal Policy was completed by those most familiar with snow removal --- the entire Public Works Department from front-line staff to the department head.  This review concluded that work was necessary throughout the entire organization at the department level to strategize what operational changes were necessary to meet the needs of external customers and internal stakeholders.
These internal stakeholders were identified and included the Public Works Department, Communications Director, Customer Service department staff, and the Police and Fire Departments.  Each department had meetings at the unit level where front-line staff considered possible scenarios while developing ideas and action steps designed to be incorporated into individual and department operations.
These individual and departmental planning sessions were critical in developing innovative strategies such as enhanced and improved communications with our external customers, revisions to snow removal route assignments, discussions and coordination with the local school district to ensure that prioritization of school bus routes was incorporated into the snow removal prioritization, testing and evaluating the use of other methods of deicing and snow removal such as the use of  salt brine, institutionalizing removal of snow from roadways through plowing at lower snow accumulation thresholds, developing a plan that would reduce the amount of rock salt used to clear roadways while developing new or alternative methods of snow removal that would compensate for the fact that using less rock salt would result in less melting of snow and ice, outfitting light duty trucks that heretofore had not been used during snow removal with plows for use on lesser travelled and narrower side streets allowing the larger snow removal trucks to focus more time on major thoroughfares.  A plan was developed to inform the community of the rock salt shortage through the monthly Montgomery newsletter and City website along identifying steps that were being taken to address the rock salt shortage in an attempt to ensure them that their safety was of paramount concern to the City while providing them options that could be utilized during and after winter storms to determine roadway conditions in the community. 
These departmental planning sessions were utilized by the cross-departmental team that assumed the responsibility to outline a continuous, multifaceted process designed to reassure the residents that despite media reports to the contrary, City of Montgomery staff would be prepared and equipped for snow removal operations and this work would be done in a manner that other city services would not be compromised during or following winter storms.
In the Public Works Department the “Snow removal policy” that was first established in 2004 was reviewed to determine which standards and performance measures could be met within the pending possible changes to snow removal operations during the winter of 2008-09. This snow removal policy is the defining document that established the agreement between City staff and City Council to our residents and businesses of how snow removal would be completed during winter storms. This 16 page document includes the basis of snow removal utilizing a roadway priority system, staffing of trucks and equipment for established snow removal routes, how deicing chemicals and mechanical removal (plowing) of snow would be used during winter storms, environmental stewardship in snow removal operations as well as inventorying supplies and completing final clean up of the trucks and supply yards. It also outlined performance measures for perhaps the most important item to our residents and businesses by establishing specific completion times for clearing roads after accumulating snow ended.

The review of the snow removal policy by the entire Public Works Department identified several  changes to the document that were forwarded to the City Manager and City Council for review and discussion. The changes recommended included:

· The use of “sensible salting” (sometimes described as salting less and plowing more) that worked in unison with the commencement of snow plowing at lesser snowfall accumulations than had been used in prior years

· The purchase of three (3) snow plows for pick up trucks that could be used on lesser travelled side streets as well as parking lots  that would allow larger snow removal trucks to remain on roads with higher traffic speeds and volumes

· Additional research and testing of alternative technologies and products such as the use of salt brine to pre-treat roadways when accumulating snowfall was in the short range weather forecast

· A modest increase in the length of time required to complete snow removal that resulted in increasing by 2 hours the length of time required to finish snow removal following snowfalls of 3 inches or greater and the addition of a performance measure for 1-3 inch snowfalls as outlined below  

· 1-3” total snowfall accumulation 16 hours  

· 3-6” total snowfall accumulation 20 hours 

· 6-10” total snowfall accumulation 28 hours 

· >10” total snowfall accumulation 30 or more hours 
· A modification in the “Snow Emergency” declaration policy that had been established by Ordinance in 2004 and was recommended for revisions that was not directly related to snowfall accumulations of 4 inches of snow or greater.

The recommended changes to the snow removal policy were reviewed at length and ultimately approved by Montgomery City Council. This revised snow removal policy and snow removal priority map were then posted prominently on the City of Montgomery website.    

Other preparations for the winter of 2008-09 included a communication plan that was developed and then implemented over the December-April timeframe. This plan included communication tools designed to keep residents informed about the City’s plan for snow removal based on factual information and the commitment to provide superior service. Monthly updates in the City’s newsletter were included in the December through April editions with specific information about how and where residents could learn more about snow removal in Montgomery. Every resident and business was sent an oversized ( 5” by 8”) postcard describing the plans for snow removal operations, what to expect during the 2008-09 winter and where they could find roadway condition information via pre-recorded messages, City website or local TV stations. Message templates were developed for the City’s reverse 911 system known as CodeRED that were utilized when pre-recorded messages were sent to residents and businesses following snow emergency declarations made by the City of Montgomery when snowfall accumulations were such that City wide snow removal operations required removal of all parked vehicles from City of Montgomery roadways.
Throughout the entire winter season City of Montgomery staff met at the department levels following winter storm to discuss the successes as well as failures that occurred during snow removal operations or for those services that relied on effective and efficient snow removal. These discussions were not utilized 














to establish blame, but instead were structured to capitalize on successful actions and outcomes. These discussions also included a review of actions and procedures that were determined to be of limited value in providing timely and effective snow removal and consensus was reached on whether or not changes in these activities were necessary to meet the needs of our internal and external customers.

By nearly all accounts the residents and businesses agreed that City of Montgomery’s snow removal operations during 2008-09 were as good as, or even better than prior years. This was most likely due to involving and motivating our entire staff to come together as a team when the potential crisis was initially identified and reminding and explaining to City staff that our mission of providing superior services to our customers in a highly performing manner was unchanged. The results of the planning and communication among staff were evident as snow removal services were much better than was predicted as there were few complaints and even more complimentary calls, cards and emails.

It was apparent that the combination of providing information and timely updates, collaboration and communication with our internal and external customers while effectively managing the reduction in the amount of rock salt used were successful by the real and anecdotal evidence of few complaints and staff’s observations of roadway conditions throughout the winter season. Despite the fact that City staff felt relatively confident that this assessment of the winter operations plan created in response to the rock salt crisis was successful, our evaluation of services did not end at that point.
Following the end of the winter season, the City of Montgomery offered every resident and business the opportunity to provide their feedback and assessment of the winter operations. This request for candid feedback was “advertised” in the City of Montgomery’s monthly newsletter. This newsletter article invited residents, business owners or employees working at local businesses to provide their comments, ideas or suggestions through a tool on the City’s website made available through Peak Democracy’s Open City Hall public forum. This forum allowed for visitors to the City’s website to provide feedback in their own words and although a short registration process was required any visitor to the website could enter their comments anonymously if they chose to do so.

The Open City responses indicated that over 70% of the responses were positive about the City’s snow removal operations. As this public comment forum was available to the community at large what was also discovered was that an overwhelming majority of the approximately 30% negative responses included comments about roads that were near Montgomery but were instead about roadways maintained by the some other public agency than the City of Montgomery.
While the Open City Hall forum was utilized for external customer feedback, our staff also took the opportunity to interview and discuss with our staff (internal customers) what their experiences were during or after winter storms. What was related by our staff was that the implementation of the Montgomery “Snow Line”, first initiated in December 2008 that provided a recorded message updating road conditions and describing where snow removal crews were projected to be working during the following two hour period was invaluable in reducing the number of calls directed to our customer service department during winter storms asking about roadway conditions or progress of snow removal operations. The reduction in these inquiries allowed our customer service staff to concentrate on other tasks that typically do not include snow removal operations.  
Additionally, the response provided to this rock salt shortage and price spike provided an opportunity for our staff to assure the residents and businesses in our community that employees of the City of Montgomery would act in a stewardship role of the City’s budget while providing the best services at the best value during the winter of 2008-09. 
The City of Montgomery’s ability to meet resident and business expectations was slightly impacted by the “sensational” reports on local TV stations about poor roadway conditions elsewhere in the region however staff used a comprehensive approach to inform and educate our residents and businesses as to where they could turn to find factual information about winter snow removal operations in Montgomery.

It was clear that success was only possible as the City of Montgomery requires every employee to demonstrate stewardship of the entire organization and in doing so they must welcome and seek opportunities to continuously improve services by developing innovative solutions to the challenges that we face on a daily basis. 
In the example of the rock salt crisis the City of Montgomery’s success was measured by the fact that even after experiencing snowfall and individual storm totals that were comparable to an average winter roadway conditions were determined to be as good or better than in prior years while using approximately 300 fewer tons of rock salt than should have been expected utilizing historical information. A “typical” winter such as was the case during the winter of 2008-09 would have normally required the use of approximately 1,200 tons of deicing rock salt however the rock salt shortage and price spike of 2008 resulted in the City “re-tooling” its snow removal operations and use of rock salt, improving services while using only 900 tons of rock salt and “saving” $38,000 in doing so. 

Equally as important was the fact that the City of Montgomery was proactive in addressing the rock salt shortage and modified snow removal operations as part of a structured and comprehensive plan that included participation at all levels of the organization. The results were that snow removal operations in Montgomery did not “suffer” and were in fact improved by this review and modification in operations.

This mindset of creative problem solving and continuous improvement benefitted our residents and businesses as the change in winter snow removal operations reduced expenditures, maintained and even improved services and provided a margin of safety in that at the end of the winter season the City had rock salt in shortage.

Unfortunately these actions were not as evident in a number of other area communities who ran out of rock salt and only then “chose” to develop a plan to respond to that crisis during the exact time that their options were severely impacted. This contrasted with the Montgomery approach which involved planning when the potential for a crisis was first identified. This advance planning allowed City staff to explore options and involved employees at all levels in the organization that shared equally in creative problem solving through stewardship of City finances and resources while developing and improving lines of communication between staff, residents and businesses.

Throughout the remainder of 2009 Montgomery residents indicated that the information they received was invaluable as they felt comfortable and confident that the messages they received about the crisis from the City of Montgomery was factual and timely. Residents also stated that the City of Montgomery was consistent in its actions and produced results that they appreciated and recognized as among the best in the southwest Ohio region.

While its is at times difficult to place a value on how important credibility is, the response that the City of Montgomery provided to our stakeholders during the rock salt crisis of form a sound platform that our mission statement of “Taking responsibility together to provide superior services” is not simply a motto but a way in which we conduct business and deliver services at the City of Montgomery.
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