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Bloomington, I11.’s,
successful, frugal merger

By BARB SIEMINSKI | The Municipal

When Bloomington, Ill., Public Works Director Jim Karch watches his pennies for a whole year, he
saves on average $250,000. But it’s not really his money; it belongs to Bloomington because Karch,
PE, MPA, oversaw a successful merger of the public works and water departments, an idea that began

last year.

“Bob Yehl, the director of water, was look- public works director, still works more than a 40-hour week, but it
ing to step back from this role to better is markedly cut back from the common 60-plus-hour weeks he put
provide a work/life balance with his family,” in before.
said Karch, adding Yehl, now assistant “It has worked out exceedingly well having him as the assistant.

Originally, he was hired in the public works department as the assis-
tant city engineer before being promoted to the water director, so my
Bloomington, Ill., Public Works Director staff and I think highly of his skills. He is well respected in the depart-
Jim Karch ment and his salary of $121,370 did not change after the consolidation.”
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A public works employee cuts into the street as part of a sewer dig. (Photo provided)

Bloomington Public Works takes a
proactive approach to sanitary sewer,
stormwater and water infrastructure
maintenance, ensuring underground
infrastructure is repaired prior to roadwork.
(Photo provided)

Also, City Manager Tim Gleason was still
within his first six months with the city and
saw an opportunity to consider department
consolidation. Yehl had the ability and desire
to remain working for the city at a high level
so it was a natural fit to have him step into
the assistant public works director role. Dis-
cussions about the potential merger started
in the late summer and were completed by
October 2018. Other department heads who
were involved in this endeavor included
Nicole Albertson, human resources director,
and Scott Rathbun, finance director; both
were essential players in the consolidation
alongside Gleason.

“The merger included completion of the
transition of the utility billing function from
the water division to finance,” said Rathbun.

“Coinciding this restructure with the merger
added to the efficiencies realized within
the new public works department and con-
solidated related activities under the city’s
finance department, a move that acknowl-
edged the focus/expertise of both areas.”

Karch’s department has saved about
$250,000 annually without triggering layoffs.
How did this come to pass?

“The savings were realized without layoffs
because two existing vacancies in the engi-
neering area were not backfilled,” said Karch.

“This was one full-time and one part-time
position. In addition, the city had been con-
tracting in-house engineering services that
were able to be saved. Within the existing
public works department, the engineering

division was able to fulfill many of the over-
lapping engineering needs.

A big consideration was how to divide the
work between two top officials: Are there two
supervisors, one for water and one for public
works?

The newly consolidated public works
department has three divisions, which
are engineering, public service and water,
according to Karch.

“As operational divisions, public service and
water have an operational manager who runs
the division, answering to the public works
director,” said Karch, “and the engineering
division is led by the city engineer”

There were a few challenges in the
endeavor when beginning this project. The
most difficult to overcome were changes
in management and maintaining strong
communications.

“Employees needed to have the time to pro-
cess how the merger was going to affect them,”
said Karch. “Multiple meetings directly with
both large and small groups of employees
happened. It was stressed that for almost all
employees of each area there were going to
be no changes in what they did on a daily
basis and who they reported to. In essence,
there would be no changes in what they did
on a daily basis and who they reported to. In
essence, there would be no visible changes
that would affect them right away.”

There was also the need to work with the
union.

“Union partnership was an integral piece of
the communication plan,” said Karch. “The

consolidation was a key time to build trust
in the union-management relationship.
Forecasting the lack of change for 9o days
and then working with union leadership to
implement any changes in partnership with
front-line employees has been crucial to the
success of the consolidation. I give a lot of
credit to our union leadership team on the
success of the merger.

“The water department had Lodge 1000 of
the International Association of Machinists
and Aerospace Workers, AFL-CIO repre-
senting most of the employees. Their union
leadership was brought in before rolling the
plan out to the larger employee group so
they could partner with management on the
merger. Public works has the philosophy that
on contractissues employees are encouraged
to speak to their union leadership who in turn
work with the operations manager for that
division. This keeps the relationship solid
and minimizes destructive gossip and false
information. Management does its best to
keep the union leadership in on all upcoming
changes. Clear lines of communication and
openness fosters trust, which is the founda-
tion for any strong team.”

Were there a lot of compromises?

“While it was not a compromise, one of the
strategies that was most effective was saying
that there would be no changes implemented
in the first 9o days of the consolidation,” said
Karch. “Even good ideas would not be (used)
until after the first three months. This allowed
for some solidity for employees. After the 9o »

NOVEMBER 2019 | THE MUNICIPAL 33



continued from page 33

days were up, any potential changes would be discussed with union
leadership and directly with employees.

“Now that we are at the 10-month mark, I can say that this was one
of the best things that we did,” noted Karch.

Having the support of administration, specifically the city manager,
was critical for the success of the consolidation, according to Karch.
“Tim proactively reached out to the elected officials so there were no
surprises with each step.”
For other public works and water departments considering merges,
Karch cannot stress enough the need to communicate.

“Beready to spend the needed additional time with employees,” was
Karch’s first suggestion.

“Awell-run consolidation is really about trust. For any organization,
trust is the foundation. If employees come into the process not trust-
ing management, then the process will face additional challenges.
Maintaining trust throughout the process entails extensive communi-
cation. I'll use the example of the support staff. I held more meetings
with this group than any other area. Why? Because they were the most
impacted. They changed who they reported to and the structure of
their staff. Because of that, I met often with them. To this day, we have
a great relationship and the trust between us is high with the newly
brought in employees and maintained with the existing staff.”

Looking back, Karch noted, “Overall, the communication and
timing of the consolidation went smoothly. If an organization had
additional time, I would recommend forecasting the consolidation

Bloomington, Ill., Public Works Director Jim Karch, left, and
Assistant Public Works Director Bob Yehl, center, meet with public
service division management to discuss the solid waste program.
(Photo provided)

as early as possible. It is not possible to over-communicate when you
are dealing with organizational change.

“After the 90-day mark, we have started to provide for updated stan-
dard operating procedures, standardized forms and as equipment
is updated changing the logo to say public works instead of water,’
said Karch. “This was not done right away and was viewed well by
employees that we didn’t make drastic changes.” &

o2 GROW YOUR BUSINESS!

JOIN OUR TEAM!

B Paid and Non-Paid Opportunities

B Earn a 40-50% Profit Margin On a Product
B Opportunities in All Industries

B Can Make an Additional 250K a Year

B |nherit Established Customer Base

B Start Up Kit & Training Provided

B Sales and Technical Support Provided

B Dealer Link On Website to give you
National & International Exposure

DEALER & DEALERSHIPS AVAILABLE & &9

For More Information: 1-877-RUMBER1 or www.rumber.com

To Inquire Contact: admin@rumber.com

34 THE MUNICIPAL | NOVEMBER 2019

ULINE

OVER 2,600 JANITORIAL
PRODUCTS IN STOCK

ORDER BY 6 PM FOR
SAME DAY SHIPPING

COMPLETE CATALOG 1-800-295-5510 uline.com




