What can we learn from Local Government in North America?

Local Government in North America

The governance activities in North America differed to what we are accustomed to in Australia.  In some Counties in the USA, there were three (3) elected members who were effectively full time employees.  At Thurston County around Olympia, the three commissioners were elected to a four (4) year term and paid $75,000 per annum.  By contrast, in the adjoining state of Oregon, Medford City Councillors were not reimbursed for their civic duty.  The City also elected a Planning Commission to deal with all development applications.  The city only becomes involved in development when acting in a review capacity if there is an appeal against a Planning Commission decision.  Counter staff endeavour to ensure plans for Building Applications and Development Applications are complete when submitted.  They will also issue on the spot approvals for straight forward applications.  Plans can be submitted on CD or disc and amendments sent back to the applicant via modem.

Vehicles were provided to Engineering Directors for official use, but most took the option of providing their own vehicle with the City/County paying a mileage allowance.  At a number of Council’s, the words PUBLIC OWNED formed part of the number plate.  Stopping on the way home from work was seen as an abuse of the right to commuter use, hence the election to use private vehicles.

Port Alberni and Thurston County Council meetings were televised on local cable television.  Advice from these organisations was that they were surprised by the large number of viewers – says a lot for the standard of television in North America!

Entrepreneurial Activities

The City of St Albert had trialed crushing bottles using a two (2) phase ceramic crusher.  This mobile tow behind unit was producing a sand replacement which passed a 1/8” sieve.  This material had a texture similar to a coarse sand and could have been used in a variety of applications for deicing and bedding for pipe and pavers.

Glass was also crudely crushed with earthmoving plant at Port Alberni for the drainage media around leachate collectors at the land fill site.

At Edmonton, tyres were being chipped and sold as cattle mattresses and walking tracks for dairies.  The use of chipped tyres was also utilised in the manufacture of pavers which were displayed at the entrance to the Clover Bar site.  The pavers were lightweight, durable and of  similar appearance to a concrete paver.  Unfortunately, the cost of these pavers was triple that of a concrete paver.

The use of prisoners from County gaols in chain gangs was one of the more unusual day labour gangs, I witnessed on the study tour.  The gangs are 30-90 day inmates who work under the control of a warder.  I was told the prisoners are eager to enter the chain gang, as the work relieves the boredom of goal.

Work undertaken included litter removal, clearing around guardrail and noxious weed removal.  The County paid the wage of the guard and the vehicle cost.

Labour was free and the gang was literally chained together which made escape a coordination challenge.

Edmonton’s Co Composting Facility

The Clover Bay site is an innovative co-composting process which by 2000 will result in 18% of household waste being recycled, 32% going to landfill and 50% will be composted.  The combined facility was in the construction stage when I visited and it was estimated that the final construction cost would be $140 Million.

The recycling facility was similar to equivalent facilities in Australia.  The 

co-composting will use the City’s household waste and sewage sludge (biosolids) as resources to create compost.  More than 60% of the household waste stream was organic (including paper and cardboard).  The nutrients in organic waste are lost when they are disposed of in landfills.

A pilot plant trial had been undertaken with the end product having a similar consistency to potting mix.

The process works as follows;

1. Loading / Tipping

When the collected waste is deposited onto the tipping floor at the co-composter, oversized and unacceptable items such as pieces of furniture are removed before loading into the digesters along with dewatered biosolids.

2. Digesting

The waste is screened for 2 to 3 days in the plants five digesters.  The digesters are rotary steel vessels 74 m long and 4.9 m diameter.  Because so much of the waste is organic, the composting begins naturally, with microbes creating high temperatures that begin to convert only the biodegradable waste.

3. Screening

The compost is unloaded from the digesters and screened for recycling or landfill.

4. Aerating

Composting continues on the computer controlled aeration floor.  The compost is regularly turned with air circulated through to ensure aerobic conditions for optimum composting.  After about four weeks, almost all organic matter has broken down to small particle sizes.  It is then processed with five screens to remove the remaining non organic materials.

5. Curing

The compost is moved to a curing area for an additional 4-6 months to allow it to mature.

The project will have a feedstock of 180,000 t/a of residential waste and 22,500 t/a of biosolids.  The facility is one of a kind in Canada and the largest of its kind in North America and represents 35% of Canada’s total composting capacity.  Trials with the compost were underway with local universities and the Agricultural Department.

Kevlar Reinforced Bridges

Timber bridges were considered less likely to fail in this area of high seismic activity.   Port Angeles is situated about 200 km from Mt St Helens which erupted in 1980 blowing a cubic kilometre out of the mountain.

Timber bridges had been constructed in Clallum County using Kevlar to reinforce timber beams.  The addition of Kevlar enabled the beam strength requirements to be maintained yet resulted in a 50% reduction in cross section area of the beam.  The width of Kevlar on the bridge inspected was 12mm.

With the reduction in beam cross section, the cost was equivalent because of the high cost of the kevlar.  The obvious advantage was an increased waterway area beneath the bridge.

Pipe Bursting of City of Nanaimo

The City of Nanaimo with the population of 75,000 is located on Vancouver Island, British Columbia.

A trunk sewer  4 km in length was in urgent need of augmentation with the section receiving flows which exceeded its hydraulic capacity.

Alternatives such as redirecting by pumping and construction of a parallel system were eliminated in favour of pipe bursting.

The existing pipe passed through a low lying flood plain, adjacent to the fence of a medium security correctional facility, mature second growth forest, and highly landscaped lake front homes.  The sewer was also located adjacent to a sensitive fish bearing river and lake and had two river crossings.

The existing pipe was 350 mm AC and the required upsize was to a 600 mm HDPE.  The OD to allow drawing of the new pipe was 650 mm.

Soil in the area consisted largely of soft silts and peats with a high water table.  Average length between manholes varied between 90 and 120metres and average depth was 3.5 m.

A demonstration section of 575 m was used to determine the suitability of the proposed technology.

The principal used was to draw the HDPE pipe behind the bursting head which was drawn through the cavity using a 225 tonne hydraulic pulling machine.

Pipe lengths of 15m were joined using a fusing machine prior to installation.  It took 35 minutes to fuse a joint and the best output for installation was 180 m in 3.5 hours.  Bentonite or polymer was used as a lubricant on the bursting head.

Cost of the project was $4 Million compared with an estimate of $5.4 Million for conventional open cut sewer.

Climate Pavement Conditions

Removal of snow from footpaths was the responsibility of the land holder over the street frontage of their property.  In commercial areas this was often done by using a walk behind street sweeper.

Minimum winter temperature ranges were significantly cooler than Australia with ground freeze to 2.5 m in Lethinbridge.  Excavation was only facilitated after a “frost hog” had heated and unthawed the ground.  Minimum winter temperatures here were --20(C for up to two (2) months.

No consideration was given to predicting what effect freeze/thaw had on pavements because of a wide variation in location and intensity of the freeze.  At Clallum, supervisors dug test holes in the pavement and heavy vehicles were excluded from susceptible pavements during periods of pavement freeze.

Detection of Black Ice

Most cities and counties employed their own police who also were the first line used to detect icing problems.

The City of Nanaimo had installed road temperature sensors at eighteen locations. These sensors measured the pavement temperature at the surface each eight seconds.  The results were carried via modem to the Council depot to be monitored.  Black ice usually formed in between zero (0) and five (5)(C and monitoring enabled patrols to be deployed for de-icing operations.  The technician responsible was manufacturing the sensors complete for $84 each and they are commercially available for $350 each.

De-icing was facilitated generally by spreading sand.  Sand at Lethinbridge was sprayed with 26l/t of CaCl2 to prevent block freeze of the sand supply.

Other de-icing techniques included the application of Magnesium Chloride, Sodium Chloride and urea.

The application was generally completed using a truck mounted spreader.  For locations like carparks, bridges, freeways and walkways, automated spray systems to apply anti icing chemicals to the surface in order to prevent formation of a bond between the freezing precipitation and the pavement were used.  These systems could be mounted on guardrail, in kerbs or flush with the pavement.

Residential Land Development

Lethbridge

Subdivisions were developer funded with the developer maintaining infrastructure for two (2) years.  After this period, the City then takes over the ongoing maintenance and commences to charge taxes (rates).

St Albert
Ten per cent of the total area being subdivided is required as open space as a developer contribution.  Thirty-five year design life for payments with a minimum 500mm hot mix overlaying a granular base.  Kerb and Gutter was cured for 28 days prior to compaction on either side.

Service Utility Fees

The City of Medford had a rather unique system to collect taxes for the use of City facilities.  A fee was charged for all buildings in the city for street use based on a theoretical trip generation method devised by the Institute of Transportation Engineers.  The trips for each type of building were charged at a rate of $0.297 each and a single family residence would pay $2.97/month whilst a large shopping mall was paying $3000/month.  The funds raised could only be allocated towards maintenance of city streets.  The system is similar to town improvement funding with a more equitable way of calculating the charge rather than on a land value based charge.

A parallel system was in place for stormwater drainage where the charge levied was $2.95/month/house.

Olympia

Thurston County had previously allowed some subdivision to proceed which had roads constructed to a lower standard than the County would accept.  These were private developments that resulted in the residents maintaining the roads.  The roads were in a poor condition and following higher that usual rainfall, the roads (and houses) had begun to slip.  Many of the houses had been classified as uninhabitable and the County was not responsible for the road repairs.

Compulsory Competitive Tendering

For periods of up to ten years, major construction works have been let to open tender.  The limits for these works was based on capital value and varied between $100,000 and $250,000.

In Washington, the State had legislated all construction work was to be completed under contract.  There was evidence that the contracted work was being completed at a higher cost than previously done by Council using day labour.

Competition in garbage collection was being eliminated in the USA with two larger companies buying out their smaller competitors.  In the north west states, licences were distributed by the State with only two allocated in Washington.  There was a 6% profit guaranteed with each license.  In the north west of the country, waste collection is controlled by organised crime.

At Nanaimo (B.C), open competition in 1998 resulted in 30% contract and 70% day labour for the collection of garbage.  The city’s works staff were more competitive than the contractors and are now responsible for the entire garbage collection for the city.  Where compulsory competitive tendering was utilised, QA contracts were the basis for monitoring the works.

Unionism

Without exception, the Local Government authorities I visited, were closed shops.  ie. If you weren’t in the union, you could not work for the authority.  

A major problem existed when staff were promoted from the works section to a supervisory role such as an overseer.  The supervisors remained in the union and had extreme conflict when endeavouring to chastise or discipline one of their staff.  It was succinctly explained that “the overseers did not like disciplining their brothers”.  The union movement is obviously very strong in these areas.

In British Colombia, major contracts on highway construction are let to 50% best bid with the remaining 50% to British Colombian Union companies.  There has been 50 years labour rule in British Colombia Provincial Government.

The Engineers I met were envious of the lack of compulsory unionism in Australia.

Employment Conditions

Pay rates in Canada varied form $17 per hour for a labourer to $25 per hour for an overseer with both working 40 hours per week.

Conditions of employment were similar in some respects but long service leave was not provided at any Council I visited.

Annual/Vacation leave generally started at a lower level than here, with increases recognising years of service with the authority.

An example of Vacation leave at Clallum County shows the principal of additional leave for the longer serving employees as listed below.

Months of Service

Working hours / month
Hours / year

0-48




8



96

49-108




10



120

109-168



12



144

169-204



14



168

>204




16.7



200

At Medford City, vacation leave was less generous with two (2) weeks for one years service, three (3) weeks after five (5) years and four (4) weeks after 15 years.  Their retirement benefits were exceptional when you could retire after 30 years on a salary slightly higher than your final salary.

The sick leave provision at Clallum was one day leave for each full month of employment.  If no sick leave was taken in a six month period, the employee was granted an additional days vacation leave.

This is a similar system to that which was introduced at Oberon Council in 1995 where a bonus is provided for each six month period to employees in recognition of not taking sick leave during the preceding six month period.  The bonus is in the form of a hamper at Christmas and cash in June to the value of $120 for each six month period without sick leave.  This has reduced the sick leave in the works section from 14.5 days per man per year prior to the scheme to an average rate over the past four years of 5.1 days per man per year.

At Lethbridge (Ca), sick leave availability was similarly based on years of service.  There was a clear disincentive for taking of sick leave at this city.  The first three (3) days sick leave in any period were paid at 85 per cent of the normal award rate.  Sick leave after the first three (3) days reverted to normal rates of pay.
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