February 18, 2021 meeting of the Monroe County Highway Committee


Meeting called to order at 9:02 a.m. by Chairperson Sharon Folcey.

Members present: Sharon Folcey, David Pierce, Alan McCoy, Remy Gomez (via telephone) and Nodji VanWychen.
Members absent: 
Others present:  Office Manager – Becky Pitel, Highway Commissioner - David Ohnstad, County Board Chairman- Cedric Schnitzler, Fleet Manager – Bill Pieper, Inventory Specialist-Brad Marx, Project Operations Specialist-Steve Wiedl, County Operations Supervisor-Mike Flock, State Highways Operations Supervisor-Larry Rhea, Traffic Operations Specialist-Shaun Oliver, and Project Manager -Tyson Langrehr.
1.  Period of Public Comment –None at this time.
2. Last Meeting Minutes-Motion to approve the minutes of the January 21, 2021 regular meeting made by David Pierce, seconded by Nodji VanWychen.  All ayes, motion carried.
 3.
 Vouchers presented as follows:
 

Month Vouchers -
$185,930.87
4.  Leadership Team Introductions (Discussion)

Highway Commissioner David Ohnstad went around the room introducing everyone from the Leadership Team.  Ohnstad started by introducing Fleet Manager Bill Pieper who takes care of all the fleet and facilities.  Bill has been with the department for 20 years.  Next is Project Manager Tyson Langrehr and he basically assists the Commissioner with projects.  Tyson has been with the department for 8 years.  Traffic Operations Specialist Shaun Oliver takes care of all the county and state highway signs.  Shaun has been with the department for 5 ½ years.  State Operations Supervisor Larry Rhea supervises and takes care of approximately 667 state lane miles as well as the rest area and the weigh station.  Larry has been with the department for 33 years.  Office Manager Becky Pitel keeps everything running smoothly in the office and ties things together through multiple computer systems.  Becky has been with the department going on 9 years.  County Operations Supervisor Mike Flock supervises and takes care of 345 center lane miles of county highways.  Mike has been with the department 35+ years.  Project Operations Specialist Steve Wiedl takes care of putting together schedules, utility locates, guard rails and various details between the field and the office.  Steve has been with the department for 25 years.  Inventory Specialist Brad Marx is the newest member of the team and has been with the department for 4 years.  Brad takes care of all the inventory needed for fleet and various.  Highway Commissioner Ohnstad stated that our team takes work seriously all the time and work very well together.  We have even received compliments from other departments most recently.  Ohnstad furthered to state that this time of year, we don’t get much time off, but we always respond.
5.  Department Perspectives PTO (Discussion)

Chairperson Sharon Folcey welcomed the Leadership Team Employees to stay for this discussion.  Highway Commissioner David Ohnstad explained that Personnel Director Ed Smudde came and visited with the staff in regards to the PTO proposal.  Ohnstad stated that our department is “yes, one out of 25 departments”.  He feels that the demands of the highway department are unique and there is not a lot of calling for after-hours accounting and human services.  Ohnstad stated that he has put together a copy of his notes and a summary of the current department accruals.  Ohnstad pointed out that Ed Smudde’s summary shows that the average employee of Monroe County has been with the county for 8 ½ years.  The average highway employee has been here over 12 years.  Mr. Ohnstad also noted that under Mr. Smudde’s “fun facts” shows vacations hours that were lost the last 3 years.  A bulk of the hours have come for this department and have been Mr. Ohnstad’s, Mr. Flock’s and Mr. Rhea’s.  Commissioner Ohnstad stated that PTO may benefit some employees, but there are other employees that are saving their sick leave as an insurance policy.  He feels that there are ways to accommodate this policy to make it work.  Instead of forfeiting this time, he feels that it should be rolled forward into a sick leave bank. The sick leave bank is there as a short term disability policy.  David Pierce stated that he has had several calls in regards to PTO, but didn’t not feel he could respond decently because the county board has not been introduced to the proposal yet.  Commissioner Ohnstad does not agree with balancing the county budget on the backs of the employees.  “The employees are our greatest asset.”  David Pierce agrees that the highway department is special and Mr. Smudde can do something to tweak for each department.  Remy Gomez stated that a majority of his co-workers give compliments on the roads compared to LaCrosse County.  In regards to the PTO policy, he feels that the policy needs to be customized to each department. Sharon Folcey stated that she is on the Administrative Committee and had heard about it before, but she is still thoroughly confused.  Chair Cedric Schnitzler inquired if there was any representation from the Highway Department on this committee.  Ohnstad and Pitel stated “no”.  Pitel stated that she was unaware of this until Mr. Smudde contacted her about sending out the first survey.  Folcey feels that this is happening too quickly and feels that it should have come to the employees first for suggestion.  Schnitzler explained that this will be going to the full county board next week for Personnel Director Ed Smudde to make a full presentation to the board of the proposal.  There is no resolution yet, so it will have to go back to the Admin Committee for discussion and formation of a resolution.  Then it will have to come back to the full county board again.  Mr. Schnitzler reminded everyone that there is a public comments portion to the county board meeting that employees are welcome to share their opinion.  Sharon Folcey stated that she has received a lot of questions as to why this is being done now.  She was also on the committee in 2013 when this got brought forward and it didn’t go over well.  Ms. Folcey would like to know what it hurts to extend the vacations banks.  Gomez wanted to know where the 600 hour limit has come into play.  Folcey also wanted to know why the COVID policy cannot be extended.  It was clarified that there is no more funding available in regards to the COVID policy.  Becky Pitel asked the committee if they understand how the present policy and accruals work.  The committee stated “no” and asked to her to briefly explain.  Pitel summarized vacation, sick leave, floating holidays, sick leave payout and additional floating holiday and also mentioned the tie to paid time off and health insurance.  Remy Gomez is concerned that the county board members may be put in a position of feeling like they should vote “yes”, depending on how it is presented.  Nodji VanWychen stated that she feels this policy is here to accommodate the new employees more than the long term employees.  She wants to dedicate this to the long term veteran employees.  Bill Pieper stated that the employees want to know why we are doing this right now.  Mr. Pieper stated that he has not used a day of sick leaving in about 10 years.  Pieper stated that he has saved his time for possible major health issues as this would give him a full paycheck to take care of his family during the time of one of these events.  It was brought up that staff has asked for comparable from other counties such as Juneau county.  Juneau County has vacation and sick leave.  Their sick leave is up to 920 hours and it is tiered.  In other words it is a separation benefit, not a retirement benefit.  After so many years of service, they get a sick leave payout based on years of service and hours in the bank.  They also move hours beyond the 920 hour cap into a catastrophic bank instead of the employee losing these hours.  Remy Gomez stated that this is an opportunity for the board members to fight for the employees.  David Pierce stated that this needs to be put back on the agenda.  Sharon Folcey stated that it needs to be delayed and researched.  Highway Commissioner Ohnstad reiterated that time should not have to be forfeited whether it is sick, vacation or comp time.  Chairperson Folcey thanked everyone for the discussion and she feels that the committee better understands some of the concerns.  
6.   Commissioner Report (Discussion)
Briefly discussed the status of the CTH ET urban and rural projects.
7.  Set Next Month Meeting Date (Discussion & Decision)

March 18, 2021 at 9 a.m.  
8.  Future Agenda Items

Contract approvals and preparation for the CTH N project and summer work.
Motion to adjourn at 10:41 a.m. by David Pierce, seconded by Al McCoy.  All ayes, motion carried.
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