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From the Director

Historic Events,
Bright Future at NDOT…

The Nebraska Department of Transportation
(NDOT) has been a part of and made history over
the last few months and we’ve got some more big
milestones ahead of us.
On August 21st, countless Nebraskans and the
tens of thousands of visitors from all over the
world that had come to our state gazed skyward to
view the total solar eclipse. This once-in-a-lifetime
event also brought with it many transportationrelated challenges requiring significant advanced
Kyle Schneweis
planning and day-of-operation efforts to make sure
Nebraskans and visitors alike were able to get to their eclipse-watching spots
safely and without major traffic tie-ups. While the sun and the moon took
center stage that day, behind the scenes NDOT staff and our state agency
partners were the other stars of the show by ensuring traffic was managed
efficiently and effectively on our roads and runways, with a minimum of
disruptions, as travelers converged to enjoy this rare celestial event.
More history was made in August when the state’s first-ever Economic
Opportunity Program (EOP) grant was awarded to Merrick County to support
the nearly $6 million expansion of Preferred Popcorn, LLC’s operations
near Chapman, Nebraska. This grant and subsequent expansion will make
possible the creation of approximately 10 new full-time positions for this
Nebraska-based company. The EOP is part of the 2016 legislature-approved
Transportation Innovation Act and is facilitated through a dual-agency
partnership between NDOT and the Department of Economic Development.
It makes possible smart investments in our state’s infrastructure that are
critical to growing economic opportunity in Nebraska.
Looking ahead, as we continue to deliver projects that grow Nebraska’s
economy, the Lincoln South Beltway, one of the biggest in our state’s history,
is taking some significant steps forward. The Draft Environmental Assessment
(DEA) has been signed and NDOT held a public hearing on October 3rd for
public review of the environmental document, project details, and to receive
comments from the public. These developments are good news for a
transformative project that would provide significant safety and economic
benefits to the Lincoln, Lancaster County, and Southeast Nebraska area.
And finally, I want to express my appreciation and gratitude to the “highway
heroes” in our districts throughout the state who go above and beyond to help
others in need. A great example of this occurred in the aftermath of tornadoes
that occurred in June and impacted eastern Nebraska in District 2 (Gretna) and
the Panhandle in District 5 (Bayard). Kudos to those who helped with clean-up
efforts, including crews who cleared roadways and brought loaders and trucks
to haul debris. Your community spirit is outstanding! I look forward to sharing
more good news about our NDOT employees in the coming months! n

Mitchell Joins NDOT as
Director of Aeronautics Division
With over
50 years of
experience
in the
aviation
industry,
Ronnie
Mitchell
has taken
on a new
role at the
Ronnie Mitchell
Nebraska
Department of Transportation
(NDOT), with the merger of the
Nebraska Department of Roads
(NDOR) and the Department of
Aeronautics on July 1. Previously
Director of the Department of
Aeronautics, Mitchell has oversight
over the Aeronautics Division, with
Director Kyle Schneweis leading the
NDOT.
Mitchell, who had served 15 years
with the Department of Aeronautics
prior to the merger, also spent nearly
23 years in the U.S. Air Force as a
pilot and staff officer, retiring as a full
Colonel, and more than 11 years as a
pilot with United Airlines, retiring as a
Captain. He became Chairman of the
Board for the National Association of
State Aviation Officials in Washington,
D.C. during their annual meeting in
September and will hold that unpaid
position for one year.
Mitchell was born and raised in
Camdenton, Missouri, where he
graduated from high school, then
attended the University of Evansville, in Indiana, earning a Bachelor of
Arts degree with interest in business,
chemistry and accounting. During

his time at Evansville, he started
his aviation career in 1965 through
the Air Force ROTC flight training
program. After graduation, he entered
Air Force pilot training at Williams Air
Force Base, Arizona. He also earned
a Master’s degree in Counseling from
Troy University in Alabama while
attending the USAF Air Command
and Staff College in 1982-1983.

Air Force to United Airlines
Mitchell, his wife Doris and their
young son arrived at Offutt Air Force
Base during the summer of 1968
where, for the next several years in
the height of the Vietnam Conflict
and the Cold War, he flew RC135
aircraft and accumulated over 100
classified, long-range, high duration,
reconnaissance missions. Later he
flew the Strategic Air Command’s
(SAC) EC135 Airborne Command
Post mission with the capability
to launch ground based Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles for nuclear
retaliatory strikes against any U.S.
adversary. Mitchell was also the SAC
Command Pilot for five years, responsible for world-wide, executive transportation of the senior SAC staff.
After 23 years in the Air Force he
joined United Airlines as a pilot where
he flew both domestic and international flights in various aircraft
ranging from the Douglas DC8 to
the Boeing 727, 737, 757, 767 and
747-400. He retired from United
Airlines shortly after the World Trade
Center catastrophe in 2001.
Mitchell has 13,500 hours of
flying time and type ratings in six
jet aircraft. In his current post, he

oversees 19 individuals who conduct
executive flight operations for the
state of Nebraska, coordinate with
the Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA) and Nebraska’s 80 public use
airports for federal funding of airport
construction projects, and maintain
state-owned VHF Omnidirectional
Range navigation systems (VORs),
Automated Weather Observing
Systems (AWOSs) and Non-Directional Beacons (NDBs).
Mitchell said flying as a profession
has been his most enjoyable
experience, with the exception of a
few days each year, “when you would
rather be on the ground instead
of in the air.” He has appreciated
the opportunity to work with some
talented people who do a great job in
their work.

Advisory Role
As far as the part he will play within
the new NDOT, Mitchell sees his
role as an advisor. “I will advise the
State Engineer concerning aviation in
Nebraska and what is being accomplished to improve our airports. An
important part of this involves the
grant process. These grants for
Airport Improvement Projects (AIP)
total between $25 and $40 million
each year depending on the type of
projects the airports are doing.”
“Typically, planning for a project
can take anywhere from just a few
years to much longer, while the grants
are now provided at 90 percent of
the project cost with the local entity
providing 10 percent. Often times our
smaller communities have difficulty
coming up with the 10 percent match
Roadrunner u Fall 2017 |
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so their projects could be delayed
even more.”
Mitchell noted that at the present
time, pavement conditions at
public use airports are in very good
condition with a Pavement Condition
Index of over 80, adding, “This index
was developed by the U.S. Army
Corp of Engineers and a rating of 80
is exceptional.”

Improved Public Use Airports
As far as future goals, Mitchell
said, “I want to continue to improve
public use airports so as to provide
the most efficient and effective
means of rapid transportation

available and encourage aviation in
Nebraska.
Regarding his approach toward
management, Mitchell offered
this advice, “Be supportive of your
employees so they can do their job
in the most effective, efficient and
customer-oriented manner possible.
Give guidance when necessary and
monitor the customers we serve to
ensure we are meeting their needs.”
When asked what he wants
NDOT employees to know about
him, Mitchell stated, “My door is
always open and you are welcome
to call, email or visit if you have any

questions.”
While their relatives are in Missouri,
Mitchell noted that he and his wife
have lots of friends and acquaintances in Nebraska. They have
two adult, married children and
four grandchildren who all live
near Houston, Texas. In his spare
time, he loves to work on anything
mechanical, “unless it has to be fixed
right away. I like to think about how
to fix it for a while.” Other passions
are bird hunting and modified cars.
“I have a 2001 Corvette, highly
modified with a supercharged engine
that is a lot of fun to drive.” n

Schmidt New ROW Division Manager
Brendon Schmidt is the
new Right-of-Way Division
Manager for the Nebraska
Department of Transportation (NDOT). Schmidt,
a licensed professional
engineer, succeeds Bob
Frickel, who retired in April
after 41 years of service in
the division – 8 of those
years as the division head.
Brendon Schmidt
Brendon grew up and
graduated from high school in Fairbury, Nebraska.
He earned his Bachelor of Science degree in Civil
Engineering at the University of Nebraska—Lincoln in
2004 and began his career at Nickel Engineering, Inc.
as an associate engineer. Schmidt came to NDOT
in 2007 and worked the last 10 years in Roadway
Design Division in a variety of capacities including:
Highway Designer III, Engineer III, Unit Head in both
Resurfacing and Expressways and Major Arterials
Section A, and was an Assistant Roadway Design
Engineer before being promoted to Right-of-Way
Division Head.
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Schmidt said he has most enjoyed getting to know
all the NDOT employees that he has worked with
over the past 10 years, adding, “I am always astonished at the high level of expertise my co-workers
have, not just in their jobs, but their personal lives.”
In discussing goals for his new position, Schmidt
said, “I am excited to utilize the wisdom already
within the division in achieving the goals of being
more efficient and reliable in the delivery of projects,
while maintaining superior customer service during
the property acquisition process, and for the many
other services the division provides to the public.”
Schmidt said he will also strive to build a foundation
of trust so that all employees are engaged in
achieving these goals.
Regarding his management approach, Schmidt
stated, “My approach is to build upon the excellent
leadership of the division, I will strive to be honest
and fair, I will listen and empower people to make
decisions so that everyone is successful.”
Brendon and his wife, Amy, have three children. In
their spare time, they enjoy spending time with family
and traveling. Brendon is an avid fisherman and
enjoys hunting and gardening. n

Unveiling of NDOT
Nebraska Department of Transportation Director
Kyle Schneweis, left, and Nebraska Governor Pete
Ricketts unveiled the new NDOT name and logo
during a press conference June 29th in front of
the Central Headquarters building in Lincoln. A
crowd gathered to celebrate the historic occasion.
The new agency is the result of the passage of
LB 339, officially merging the Department of Roads
and the Department of Aeronautics on July 1,
2017. Ronnie Mitchell, former Director of the
Department Aeronautics, has oversight over the
new Aeronautics Division, with Director Schneweis
leading NDOT.

Photo by Jake Daniels

Public Responds to Request
for Friday Safety Messages
“DON’T FUMBLE YOUR LIFE AWAY
BUCKLE UP” This “Friday Safety
Message,” displayed September 1 on
Dynamic Message Signs (DMS) along
I-80 and I-29 across Nebraska, was
the first submitted by a member of
the public since a recent request for
online submissions by the Nebraska
Department of Transportation (NDOT).
Last year the NDOT, in partnership
with the Nebraska State Patrol,
began displaying these clever safety
messages via electronic message
boards, reminding motorists to
consider all aspects of driving and
safety. The messages, submitted
by NDOT employees, were so well
received that the effort was expanded
this year to ask for ideas from the
public.
And the public responded. After a
submission period from July 5 through
the end of August, 393 online submis-

sions were received, according to Jeni
Campana, NDOT Highway Communication Services Manager.
A requirement was the messages
needed to fit on three lines, with no
more than 18 characters for each line,
including spaces. Campana noted
they are like a good tweet – short and
clever – using wit to make the safety
messages more memorable and,
ultimately, more effective.
Also, those submitting messages
were encouraged to consider
topics about safe driving, including
tie-ins with holidays and upcoming
events. While topics like seat belts
and distracted driving have been
popular, the hope was to expand the
messages to include even more timely
safety topics.
The recent submissions will be
displayed throughout the fall and
early winter months. A new safety

message will be posted every Friday,
for 24 hours from 12:00 a.m. Friday to
12:00 a.m. Saturday.
Travelers along I-80 and I-29 in
Nebraska are asked to keep an
eye out for the latest Friday Safety
Messages on one of 64 dynamic
messaging signs statewide. One of
them could be yours. As another
safety-focused member of the public
reminds us: “DANCE LIKE NO ONE IS
WATCHING DRIVE LIKE WE ARE” n
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Total Solar Eclipse of the Heartland …
The Great American Solar Eclipse swept
across the state of Nebraska on Monday,
August 21, with tens of thousands on
hand to view totality. Months of preparation by the Nebraska Department
of Transportation and their partners,
including the Nebraska State Patrol
and Nebraska Emergency Management
Agency, paid off, resulting in an overall
safe and enjoyable experience for those
traveling to their viewing destinations. If
you missed this historic celestial event,
take note: The next total solar eclipse
visible in Nebraska will occur on May 3,
2106. For those who are willing to travel,
the date of the next total solar eclipse to
cross North America is April 8, 2024.

Crowds gathered to claim prime solar eclipse viewing space at the
Homestead National Monument of America in Beatrice.

In this composite image, a
road sign along Nebraska
Highway 2 is seen with the
beginning stages of a total
solar eclipse. The image was
created by combining two
images, one made with a solar
filter attached to the lens and
one without.
Photo by Jake Daniels

A group from Slovakia
here to watch the
eclipse at the Grand
Island Eastbound I-80
Rest Area.

Total solar eclipse near Grand Island, looking southward from
Nebraska Highway 2. Totality is nearing its end. The edge of the
moon’s shadow is visible in the overcast clouds.
Photos by Clint Mangen

The long awaited moment…
a total solar eclipse in Nebraska.
On the right-hand side are a
pair of solar prominences which
are usually very close to the
eclipsed disk and can be hard
to make out from the brighter
corona.

Traffic on eastbound I-80 near
Grand Island becomes heavy
as eclipse watchers head for
home. Taken from the Nebraska
Highway 2 overpass, looking east.
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Mobile Control Towers Direct
Air Traffic during Solar Eclipse Event
By Ronnie Mitchell

NDOT, Director Division of Aeronautics

By mid-August the Beatrice and Alliance Airport
managers had fielded many calls regarding pilots
wanting to fly into the airports to view the August 21
eclipse. Over 260 aircraft were expected at Alliance
and 150-200 at Beatrice. Both airports were on the
“shadow of totality” and would be excellent viewing
areas.
I worked with Mark Grant, Omaha TRACON (Terminal
Radar Approach Control Facilities) and FAA Central
Region Administrator Joe Miniace and his deputy,
John Speckin, to seek assistance so that mobile control
Photo by Chad Lottman, Pilot
towers could be placed at both Beatrice and Alliance
Aerial view of the Beatrice airport on the day of the solar eclipse.
for the day of the eclipse.
aircraft accidents or incidents. No one was injured on
On the day of the event, four FAA Controllers were
any public-use airport in Nebraska and all the spectators
in place at Beatrice while five FAA Controllers were
were very courteous and mindful of safety. Our thanks
in position at Alliance. Due to weather conditions at
go out to our friends in the FAA, especially the nine FAA
Beatrice only 70 aircraft flew in but the skies were clear
controllers who manned the mobile towers, Omaha
enough that all could see the eclipse from beginning
TRACON and the FAA Central Region Administrator and
to end. A total of 31 Nebraska airports were in the
his deputy who provided the needed assistance. n
eclipse’s path but eight were very close to the “shadow
of totality” and they were: Alliance with
195 aircraft, Beatrice with 70 aircraft,
Broken Bow with 34 aircraft, Chadron
with 10 aircraft, Fairmont with 57
By Kari Ruse
Homestead National Monument!
Intermodal Planning
aircraft, over 470 cars and 1,000
Kearney and Ravenna collaborated
Thousands of visitors from across to host a weekend of events leading
people, Grand Island with 90 aircraft,
the country traveled to Nebraska
Harvard with 11 aircraft and 75 people,
up to the solar eclipse including
to view the total solar eclipse
North Platte with 60 aircraft and
concerts, viewing parties, parades
that bisected the state on August
Scottsbluff with 49 aircraft.
and a golf tournament. Reach Your
21, 2017. Public transportation
The amazing thing concerning this
Destination Easily (RYDE) Transit
agencies in rural areas embraced
is headquartered in Kearney and
celestial event is that there were no
the challenge of providing service to

Rural Transit Supports Eclipse Watchers

Photo by Lynn Placek, Alliance Airport Manager

A mobile control tower at the Alliance airport
helped direct air traffic.

eclipse-watchers who had traveled
hundreds of miles for a front-row
seat to this once-in-a-lifetime event.
Cliff Lindell, manager at the Blue
Rivers Transportation System in
Gage County, met passengers from
Brooklyn, New York and Ann Arbor,
Michigan during the eclipse. He also
reported 15-minute traffic jams while
transporting visitors to the events at

serves seven counties and the City
of Ravenna.
Charles McGraw, RYDE Transit
Manager, reported passengers from
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Kansas and
Oklahoma. “Everyone we spoke to
said how hospitable, friendly and
helpful Nebraska was. All said they
were glad there were transportation
options available,” McGraw said.
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Ribbon Cutting Celebrates
Nebraska Hwy. 133 Completion
Manager, the old Highway 133 was two lanes of roadway
with tight curves and hilly sections. Now, it’s four lanes
of highway with long, gradual curves and gentle, sloping
grades that have improved motorists’ visibility.

Three Phases

Photo by Jake Daniels

Officials attending the ribbon-cutting ceremony for Nebraska Hwy. 133
south of Blair on July 7, l to r: Blair City Administrator Rod Storm, NDOT
Director Kyle Schneweis, State Senator Lydia Brasch, U.S. Senator Deb
Fischer, Governor Pete Ricketts and Blair Mayor Jim Realph.

The long-anticipated opening of Nebraska
Hwy. 133 was celebrated on July 7 with a ribboncutting ceremony. Known as “Blair South,” the
project to widen and upgrade the state highway
section connects Washington and Douglas
counties’ two biggest cities, Omaha and Blair.
This was the final phase of three projects that first
began in 2003. The passage of LB84, better known
as the Build Nebraska Act (BNA), helped complete the
much-needed project, providing improved safety and
better access to industries in the area.
The conclusion of the project was a milestone because
it was the first project let from the BNA, which was
introduced by U.S. Senator Deb Fischer and enacted in
2011. The BNA sets aside a quarter-cent of the 5.5-cent
state sales tax for the construction of high-priority
projects in the state highway system.
Nebraska Department of Transportation (NDOT)
Director Kyle Schneweis and other state officials joined
dignitaries attending the ceremony, including Governor
Pete Ricketts, Senator Fischer, State Senator Lydia
Brasch, and Mayor of Blair Jim Realph. Participation was
outstanding from the local community. Sam Harmer,
who worked for a contractor when the original Highway
133 was built, was also recognized.
According to Rich Zelensky, NDOT District 2 Project
8 | Roadrunner u Fall 2017

The first phase of the project started in 2003 just west
of Interstate 680, Zelensky said. The second phase
started in 2012 and continued the highway widening
north into Washington County. The last phase started in
January 2015 in Washington County north to the US-30
roundabout in Blair. The cost to complete all three
phases was $55.4 million.
Mayor Realph and other local officials noted that the
project’s completion will provide a tremendous economic
boost to Blair and the whole area. They also pointed to
the improved driving conditions, now that the highway is
four lanes, creating safer travel. n

Efforts Appreciated
In addition to prime contractor Hawkins Construction
Company, of Omaha, Nebraska, others involved with the
project included subcontractors, materials suppliers,
Planning & Project Development; Right-of-Way Design
and Construction Divisions.
Individuals who made significant contributions
included:
District 2: Marv Lech, Construction Engineer; Rich
Zelensky, Project Manager. Employees from the Blair
Maintenance Shop - Mitch Bridges, Mike Travis, Chris
Helms, Dale Olson, J.C. Jensen, Ethan Roe, Steve
Halsey
Project Inspectors: Bryce Holmes, Jerry Dzingle,
Kimberly Kircher
Roadway Design Designers: Duane Lantz, Lorraine
Legg, Brad Garbers, Brendon Schmidt; and Utilities
Coordinator Rex Wilson
Right-of-Way Designers: Brittney Sladky, Kelly Behlen,
Jim Hertzel, Kurt Svoboda, Andre Sahele
Right-of-Way Appraisers: Mark Lorenz, Sam Ferraro,
Ryan Omel, Ethel Skinner, Tim Mullin
Right-of-Way Negotiators: Roger Ripley, Joey Kramer,
Todd Muehlich, Gretchen Mueller-Neeman, Anne
Christensen, Leslie Muehlich, Julie Westergren, Terry
Kubicek, Cathina Reeves, Greg Weinert

Former Highway Worker Returns to
N-133 Job Site 58 Years Later

Photos by Jake Daniels

Sam Harmer shakes hands with U.S. Senator Deb Fischer. Sam
worked on the original Hwy. 133 project south of Blair in the
summer of 1959, when he was 17.

It was 1959, the summer before Sam Harmer’s
senior year at Decatur High School. He jumped at the
opportunity to work on the construction crew that was
paving Highway 133. He would be paid $1.35 an hour,
which was a lot of money for a 17-year-old.
“I was so tickled because they paid me 10 cents an
hour more than minimum wage,” he said.
Trucks hauled in rock and cement to pave the
road. The concrete was mixed on-site. Harmer worked
on the section of highway from County Road P30
south. He served on the four-person burlap crew. Each
worker took a corner and covered the concrete after it
was poured. Water was then sprayed onto the burlap to
allow the concrete to cure at a slower rate, allowing for a
harder surface.
“When I wasn’t running burlap, they had me cleaning

forms, hauling (concrete) slop and whatever they told me
to do,” he said.
The days were long – between 10 to 12 hours, Harmer
said. And nobody wore hard hats.
At the time, Harmer said, Highway 133 was not
highly traveled. Instead, commuters used Highway 73,
now known as U.S. Highway 75, which had an asphalt
surface. “After they paved (Highway 133) that became
the main route from Blair to Omaha,” he said. “That was
a big improvement.”
Harmer only worked a short time on the highway
before he had to return to school. It was the only time he
worked road construction.
When Harmer, now 75 and living in Tecumseh, learned
the state planned to expand the two-lane highway to four
lanes, he told his family about the item on his “bucket
list.” He wanted to work on the highway again – 58 years
later.
Harmer didn’t want to be paid. He just wanted to do
it for “bragging rights,” to say he’d worked on Highway
133 both in his youth and now. Mr. Harmer’s daughter,
Cindy Grubb, contacted District 2 and explained her
father’s wishes and his experience. Since Mr. Harmer’s
experience was working for a contractor, District 2
contacted the prime contractor to determine if they could
accommodate his request. Due to liability concerns, this
request could not be accommodated. District 2 then
determined they could meet Mr. Harmer’s needs.
Prior to the ribbon cutting on July 5, Marv Lech, NDOT
District 2 Construction Engineer, gave Harmer a tour
of the new highway. Harmer also attended the ribboncutting with his wife, children and grandchildren. He was
recognized by Governor Pete Ricketts, who lauded his
work ethic.
Harmer was given a NDOR
hard hat and a construction
vest as a gesture to signify
he had “worked” on the
highway. He was also invited
to join other dignitaries to cut
the ribbon.
“It was really neat,” Harmer
said. “I never dreamed it
would be like that.” n
Sam Harmer
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A Different Kind of Roadside Assistance
Dr. Judy Wu-Smart, an entomologist and specialist in
pollinator health, joined the team in 2015 and brought
Nebraska’s roadside ecosystem is diverse and
a special appreciation for bees and other pollinators to
interesting. In your travels, you’ve probably noticed deer,
the research. In her Bee Lab at UNL, Wu Smart and her
opossums, raccoons, and birds of prey from the comfort
team document the growth and health of bee colonies in
of your vehicle. Some of the most essential – and most
the area. “Insects need plants, and plants need insects,”
easily overlooked – links in this ecological chain are in
says Dr. Wu-Smart. Without these insect populations,
trouble, and the Nebraska Department of Transportation
the landscape of Nebraska would gravitate toward just
(NDOT) is trying to help.
grasses.
Pollinator populations have suffered over the last
Elsewhere in Nebraska, efforts are being made to
several years, due in part to destruction of their
encourage
butterflies to flutter by the roadside. The
habitats. These buzzing populations pollinate more
Cowboy Trail gallops alongside Highway 275 west of
than flowers – they influence both agricultural crops and
Norfolk. Here and in other
personal gardens, and research
areas where the 321-mile
suggests they positively impact
pathway travels against the
plants that don’t directly require
state highways, drivers can
pollination.
expect to see brown for a
“The pollinator and plant
while. Employees of NDOT have
relationship plays a big role in
our working ecosystem here in
mowed and sprayed the existing
Nebraska,” says Kayla Mollet,
flora to make way for pollinatora master’s student in UNL’s
friendly native plants, an effort
department of entomology. With
spearheaded by Game and
10,000 miles of roads, and the
Parks.
ample right-of-ways to go with
Seeding is being performed
Photo by Jake Daniels
them, the NDOT is in a good
Mike Bullerman with the Prairie Plains Resource Institute
by the Prairie Plains Resource
position to help. Along the Cowboy spreads seed along Hwy. 275 right-of-way west of Norfolk. Institute (PPRI), a group hoping
Trail, NDOT has assisted Nebraska Game and Parks with
to encourage the resurgence of native prairie flowers
mowing and spraying in preparation for seeding native,
and grasses. With their hammer-milled seed mix of 150
pollinator-friendly wildflowers and grasses. On Highway
wildflowers plus the crucial milkweed pod, the seeding
75 between Union and Nebraska City, the University
efforts will encourage the growth of a native Nebraskan
of Lincoln is testing islands of pollinator plants and
roadside, friendly to pollinators like the Monarch
surveying bee colonies.
butterfly. The process can be slow to show results,
“Our roadsides can be a source of major diversity,”
warns Mike Bullerman of PPRI. Bullerman, a restoration
says Dr. Walter Schacht from the University of Nebraskaecologist and GIS specialist, has been with the company
Lincoln. Schacht and his team have been researching
for 17 years and has seen this kind of renewal action
native wildflower growth north of Nebraska City,
in the past. Bullerman laid out the seed along Highway
planting test patches along the roadsides. Survival of
275 in May, but the process of planting new prairie is an
native perennial wildflowers is an uphill battle against
involved, multi-year project. Additionally, prairie plants
Nebraska grasses, he says, and a persistent population
grow deep roots before they show much above ground
of wildflowers will assist with pollinator habitats. The
growth, and only time will tell how tall some of these
university sends out a small team of surveyors a few
sprouts will become.
times a month to check on growth of the patches, and to
What can drivers expect in the right-of-ways in the
see if any bees are taking up residence nearby. The hope
years to come? “Wild Nebraska genetics,” Bullerman
is that the centralized areas of flowers and pollinatorsays. And with those wild Nebraska roadsides, more
friendly plants will encourage helpful insects to stick
around the area.
Monarchs, bees, and other pollinators.n
By Jake Daniels

Communication Division
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“Innovation of the Year” Caps off
First Annual Innovation Showcase

NDOT leaders congratulate recipients of “Innovation of the Year” awards.

The excitement was electric in the
packed auditorium at NDOT Central
Headquarters, as employees waited to
hear which of the four finalists vying
for “Innovation of the Year” would win
the title, cash prize and bragging rights
for their division or district.
Rich McKenney, James Hansen
and Keith Jarvis, District 8, hit the
mark, literally, with their Guardrail
Post Driver, beating a field of 40
competing for the top honor during the
department’s first-annual Innovation
Challenge. The winner and three
runners-up were announced during the
Innovation Showcase held June 22.
The top prize included $500 and the
winners’ names were placed on the
plaque for 2017. Runner-up was Chris
Tuttle, District 3, for his Air Entrained
Brine Maker. Scott Clinger, District
5 and Kevin Andersen, District 3,
won 3rd place for their Tank Level
Monitoring System. Lance Gillen
and Chris Neel, District 7, won 4th
place for their Partial Depth Clean-out
Box. Second, third and fourth-place
winners received $400, $300 and
$200, respectively.

Photo by Jake Daniels

The announcement of winners was
the culmination of more than a month
of voting by NDOT employees. The
contestants’ names were placed into
brackets and faced off in weekly
head-to-head battles, whittled down
until a winner finally emerged in the
final round of voting.
The other “Elite Eight” innovations
earning their opportunity to display at
the showcase included Kelly McAuliffe
and William Hansen, District 3 – Rubber
Tire Packer; Roger Leonard, Rod
Weber and Leroy Lierman, District 3 –
Steel Packer; Lance Gillen and
Chris Neel, District 7 – Partial Depth
Screed Box; and Dillon Dittmer, Jason
Jurgens and Jon Barber, Project
Development – Categorical Exclusion
Smartform. All of the innovators were
on hand to explain their innovations
and answer any questions prior to
the announcement of the winner
and three runners-up. The Director’s
Office selected additional innovations
to be recognized and awarded at the
Innovation Showcase, each receiving
$100 per person. (see sidebar)
According to Korey Donahoo, Project

In addition to the “Innovation of the
Year,” and other winners among the
“Elite Eight,” the Director’s Office
selected these innovations to be
recognized and awarded at the
Innovation Showcase, each receiving
$100 per person:
n Diagnostic Mobile Universal Trailer
Tester – Shaun Emerson, District 8
n Ball-Banking Efficiency –
Vic Larson, District 6
n TRV Creator – Kyle Bettenhausen,
Right-of-Way Division
n Quantities Estimator Spreadsheet – by
Michael Hale, Chris Lutz, and Brendon
Schmidt, Roadway Design (Brendon is
now Right-of-Way Division Manager).
n External SSRS Report Portal by Devin
Townsend, Ty Carlson, Ryan Harvey,
Brad Finch, Lou Anne Daugherty, Cole
Davison, and Tylia Penner, Materials
& Research
n Utilizing E-Commercial Ground
Transportation by Bob Rea and Matt
Beran, Materials & Research
n Surface Transportation Program
GIS Web Map by Nick Burnham,
Amy Starr, Kendall Tonjes, Bob
Bettenhausen, Steve Moore, Program
Management; and Claire Inbody,
Project Development

Development, one of the Innovation
Challenge Team members who
organized the event, the first place
winner received just six votes more
than second place. He shared the final
vote tallies: Guardrail Post Driver, 92;
Air Entrained Brine Maker, 86; Tank
Level Monitoring System, 76; and
Partial Depth Cleanout Box, 57.
Other members of the Innovation
Challenge Team included: Suzy
Fredrickson, Business Technology
Support Division (BTSD); Mackenzie
Schlautman, Communication; Anthony
Tschirren, District 3, Neligh MainteRoadrunner u Fall 2017 | 11

nance; Charlene Shaw, BTSD; and
Brandon Varilek, Materials & Research.
In assessing this year’s inaugural
event, Donahoo noted that while
he and his team members encountered a few “challenges” of their own,
including timing of the event, defining
“just what is an innovation,” cate
gorizing the nominations, creating
the voting system, as well as devel-

oping brackets, in the end the rewards
outnumbered the challenges.
“We had hoped that the Innovation
Challenge and Showcase would do
three things; 1) Reward employees
who are going above and beyond, 2)
spread those ideas to other employees
who might be able to use them, and 3)
help all employees learn more about
what we do here at NDOT. Given

the number of votes we received,
and the energy in the room at the
Showcase event, I think the first year
was a success. Now it’s time to start
planning for next year!” n

“Innovation of the Year” – Guardrail Post Driver
Innovators: Rich McKenney, James Hansen
& Keith Jarvis, District 8, Burwell
Innovation Purpose: When a cable guardrail
gets damaged and the steel post needs
replacing, we now have a safe way to do
it. Instead of using a loader and pounding
the posts into the ground with someone
under the bucket trying to steady and level
the post, this tool decreases the chance
for injuries and decreases the repair time.
Innovation Description: It’s a steel sleeve

Runner-Up – Air Entrained Brine Maker
Innovator: Chris Tuttle, District 3, Norfolk
Innovation Purpose: Making brine faster and
more efficiently by air entrained. This helps
all of Norfolk maintenance utilize less salt
waste and more brine making from 8,000
gallons per hour to 14,000 gallons per hour.
Innovation Description: A brine maker that
utilizes water to run through rock salt air
tubes with air filtering through the salt

that fits over the jack hammer shank on a
concrete breaker for a bobcat skid steer and
the other end fits over the steel post. It slips
on and off easily. The device is used to push
in the post and hammer it in.
Reported Savings: It cost $30 to build. It saves
time when we repair a damaged guardrail. We
can install the posts in half the time we could
before, so a job that would take four hours
now only takes two, saving the public money.

powered by an air compressor agitating the
salt for more efficiency. The air bubbles get
in between the salt granules and allow the
water to seep in for dilution or melting of the
salt granules much faster than just having
water run through by the normal gravity
forces.
Reported Savings: Metal tubes placed and
welded in brine maker connected to air
compressor saves money with less salt
waste.

3rd Place – Tank Level Monitoring System
Innovators: Scott Clinger, District 5, Gering;
& Kevin Andersen, District 3, Norfolk
Innovation Purpose: The Tank Monitoring
system is used at liquid deicing chemical
supply stations to determine (remotely) what
quantity of chemical is present. By using this
system, maintenance supervisors are able
to monitor the quantity of product available
without physically visiting the site.
Innovation Description: The system is
composed of a control cabinet and any
number of ultrasonic liquid level sensors. The
control cabinet contains the power supplies
and the communication and data collection

hardware. Sensors are placed in the top of
each deicing chemical tank to measure the
fluid level. Periodically, an application will
query each system and record the tank levels
in a database. The application also has the
capability to notify users via email when
product is added or removed from the tanks.
Reported Savings: Each control unit costs
around $1,000. Sensors are $500 each. One
control unit can accommodate up to eight
sensors. The system is in use at seven sites
currently with four more (at least) by the start
of winter operations in 2017.

4th Place – Partial Depth Clean-out Box
Innovator: Lance Gillen & Chris Neel,
District 7, McCook
Innovation Purpose: Instead of milling a
patch and employees manually scooping
the millings into a loader bucket, now one
person in a skid steer using the attachment
can clean out the millings then dump them
into a truck, reducing the amount of time
required.
Innovation Description: It is a skid steer
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attachment that scoops the millings out of
the trench left by the 40-inch mill head. We
eliminated the need for a loader to scoop
millings into. Depending on the size of the
patch we could save two to three people
scooping, so they can be doing something
else to help finish the patch sooner.
Reported Savings: This process is 25 percent
faster than the former process and saves
about $240 a day.

NDOT’s District 6 Joins Fiber Optics Connection
for bridges. Its buried lines are unobtrusive and less
susceptible to hacking attempts.
The lines leave a lot of room for improvement – but in
a good way.

Upgradeable Technology
The communication speeds of a fiber system are
limited by the hardware connected to it, according to
Alicea McCluskey, an engineer in NDOT’s Operations
Division. Using upgradeable technology at either end of
the lines will allow the district to speed up operations
more readily.
The system will provide “a level of preparation for
Variable Speed Advisory signs” already programmed,
according to McCluskey, and they can also accommodate
new and emerging transportation technologies.
Fiber optics systems like these also allow for safety
through redundancy – a link can fail but other devices
along the line will remain connected. As this is a private
and physical connection, there are no fears of system
overloads, which is a concern with cellular networks.
In addition to the safety and speed of such a system,
the installation has been a low-profile affair, according
to Thomas Thornton, an engineer in District 6 in North
Platte. The lines are being laid with a scoop and plow
alongside the interstate, as well as horizontal boring
when necessary.
Photos by Jake Daniels

An employee with Gerstner Electric uses a horizontal borer to dig a
route for fiber optics conduit alongside I-80.

By Jake Daniels

Communication Division

The sole fiber optics communications system in the
Nebraska Department of Transportation family will soon
be joined by a little sibling out west.
North Platte is installing its own communications
system along 11 miles of the interstate, with 24 lines
terminating at the Interstate 80 yard. The distance may
only be about a third of District 1’s lines from the Ashland
interchange to Lincoln – 32 miles in total – but that’s the
only substantial difference.
“[We] wanted our own communications lines so we
didn’t have to rely on others’ cell towers or networks,”
says Toby Thomsen, District 6 Highway Project Manager
in North Platte.
The networks provide secure data connections for
Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) devices like
cameras, automatic gates, and anti-icing systems

On Schedule
Despite a minor snag in the installation process,
Thornton believes there’s no reason to think the project
won’t finish on schedule.
“We have an excellent
contractor,” he said, adding
that Gerstner Electric, a
first-time partner with the
department, really “hit the
ground running. Work has
been going very smoothly.”
A third fiber system is
in the works for District 2
to service major roadways
Fiber optics cable conduit juts
around the Omaha area,
above the ground inside a pull
McCluskey said. The
box.
lines will be split into
three project groups: Interstate 480 and US-6; US-75 and
US-34; and then Interstates 80 and 680. These projects
won’t go into construction until 2020. n
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NDOT’s District 6 Gives Fibrecrete
Thumbs-Up for Road Repairs
By Jake Daniels

Communication Division

NDOT’s District 6 became one of the latest
adopters of Fibrecrete, an asphalt-like material
used in concrete repair, when they used it to
patch bridge decking on Interstate 80 in the
North Platte area.
Highway Maintenance Superintendent
Carlos Campa hopes the product’s increased
durability will reduce the amount of time crews
spend on dangerous interstate repair projects.
“It’s quicker, so it’s less time we’re out there
with lane closures,” says Campa. He believes
the patching’s resilience also means fewer
return trips to the site after the initial work,
another plus for safety and efficiency.
The product’s website claims that the
material is suitable for long-term repairs due
to its flexibility and tensile strength. When
compared to more rigid repairs, the substance
can accommodate an increased range of joint
and crack movement stemming from temperature
changes and vibration.
And while it must be applied hot, the mix of
resins, fiberglass, mineral fillers, and aggregates
still cures fast. Where traditional concrete repair
can take several hours to cure, the newer material
cures considerably faster, meaning traffic can
resume its usual pace and patterns much quicker.

Positive Indicators
“From what we’ve seen, it’s a quick fix,” Pavement
Design Engineer Brandon Varilek says. Varilek and
Wally Heyen, Portland Cement Concrete Engineer,
believe time will truly tell about its effectiveness,
but all the early indicators have been positive.
District 3 has been using the substance for
several years, and the Materials and Research
Division tested it on a few joint patches on
Interstate 80. The repair work was done at
transverse joints, meaning the patches were
under considerable stress.
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Photo by Jake Daniels

An NDOT maintenance crew patches bridge decking on I-80 with
Fibrecrete.

“It’s done well so far,” Varilek says. Use of the
material can take the place of a partial-depth
concrete repair, which is overall a more expensive
and time-consuming process. The site for repair is
milled out, a primer is applied and the Fibrecrete is
poured into the resulting channel, smoothed, and
topped with filler. The patch is ready to take on
traffic shortly afterwards.
According to Varilek and Heyen, one of the
first projects to use Fibrecrete involved repairs to
centerline spalling of Nebraska Highway 15 south
of David City. A maintenance crew used it to extend
the usefulness of the two-lane’s surface by five to
six years. They say the project manager has also
been happy with the resilience of the patch work.
Campa is impressed, too. After triple-digit
temperatures, rain, and the stress of heavy traffic
rumbling across the patched bridge decking,
Campa says crews would normally have had
to make multiple trips for touch-ups and extra
patching. But the Fibrecrete? It hasn’t needed
anything except a quick inspection. n

File Photo

Teamwork, Efficiency Lead to Early Completion
of Repairs on Missouri River Bridge at Decatur
Motorists who travel on the Missouri River bridge at
Decatur received welcome news. The bridge, closed
August 14 for repairs and not expected to reopen until
September 11, was reopened to traffic on August 28,
14 days ahead of schedule.
The early opening was attributed to the teamwork,
efficiency and innovative scheduling of the prime
contractor, Cramer & Associates of Grimes, Iowa, and
subcontractor MPG of Sarasota, Florida, working in
partnership with the Nebraska Department of Transportation (NDOT) and their engineering firm, HDR, who
provided the bridge design, inspection and administration.
According to Jeff Francis, NDOT Project Manager,
the bridge had already been reduced to one lane of
traffic since March 27 while crews were sandblasting
and repainting. Work included structural repairs to
abutments on each end of the bridge. The pavement
leading up to the bridge on each side also was replaced,
which necessitated the closing of the bridge.
A 75-mile detour had been in place to take traffic to
the nearest Missouri River bridge in South Sioux City,
giving Decatur residents a 150-mile round trip to Onawa,
which is seven miles away. Motorists also had the
option of heading south and crossing the river at Blair.
The total cost of the repainting and repair project is

Photo by Jake Daniels

Repainting and repair work on the Missouri River bridge at
Decatur.

$6.6 million, with Nebraska and Iowa each paying a
share of the costs. According to Pat Boyle, NDOT
District 3 Construction Engineer, the repairs should
extend the lifetime of the bridge, which opened in
1955, by 25 years.
The bridge hadn’t been closed since 2011, when it
was closed for more than four months after Missouri
River flooding caused erosion along the east banks
under the bridge and threatened to destabilize one of
the bridge’s piers. n
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Hard Hats & Heels Highlight
Transportation Careers
By Karen Mosier

Highway Civil Rights Specialist

The third annual Hard Hats & Heels program was held
June 12-23 at the Central Community College campus
in Grand Island. The program is funded by a Federal
Highway Association (FHWA) National Summer Transportation Institute (NSTI) grant through the Nebraska
Department of Transportation’s (NDOT) Civil Rights/
Program Management office. Students from junior high
to high school had the opportunity to learn about careers
in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) by
experiencing various areas of the transportation industry.
Over the course of the two weeks, 10 students toured
bridges, an airport, the NDOT testing facility and the
511 Communication Center, a popcorn facility with
world-wide shipping needs, the National Guard helicopter
site, and several other locations to get an idea of what is
involved in the field of transportation. Students designed
and built bridges using balsa wood and math to engineer
their structures, then performed strength and load tests
on each one to determine the success of their design.
Solar cars demonstrated the power of alternative
fuels and students raced their creations to determine
the impact of design and construction on durability and
aerodynamics. It was an intense, activity-filled program;
students came away with a new appreciation of the
application of math in everyday life as well as some of
the challenging and interesting careers available in the
STEM disciplines.
During the students’ tours at NDOT headquarters,
several staff were instrumental in making the visit
productive and interesting. Thanks to Chris Hassler with
the Civil Rights office for talking with students about
environmental justice. From the Testing Facilities in
the 1400 building, Wally Heyen, Lieska Halsey, Jasmine
Dondlinger, Tim Meyer, Dale Byre, Jody Paul, Rick
Gloe and Kim Jirkovsky made the tour interesting and
inspiring. At the 511 Communication Center, thanks to
Austin Yates and Kelly Kugler for their explanation and
demonstration of the technology used to monitor and
keep the state’s roads safe. n
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Austin Yates, ITS Engineer, explains technology for
maintaining roads at the 511 Communication Center in
Lincoln.

Jody Paul, Hwy. Quality Assurance Manager, shows
core samples as she explains the testing process for
pavement materials.

Van Pool Program Begins in Nebraska
The Nebraska Department of Transportation (NDOT)
Transit Section has contracted with Enterprise Rideshare
to bring a statewide vanpool program to Nebraska. A
vanpool is a mode of public transportation comprised of
a group of commuters who agree to share their ride to
work in a vehicle large enough to accommodate at least
six people plus the driver. The driver for each vanpool is
a volunteer within the commuter group.
A vanpool working team began researching the
feasibility of supporting vanpools over two years
ago. The team members included representatives from
the Lincoln Lancaster County Metropolitan Planning
Organization, Omaha’s Metropolitan Area Planning
Agency, University of Nebraska and NDOT’s Transit
Section. A request for proposal for a turnkey vanpool
operator was released in October 2016, and the contract
with Enterprise was signed in April 2017.
For each vanpool, Enterprise Rideshare will provide
vans equipped with Wi-Fi, satellite radios, 24-hour
roadside assistance, auto liability insurance and
scheduled maintenance to ensure safety. Vanpoolers
will also have access to a guaranteed ride home
program, which ensures they can leave work at
unscheduled times worry-free.

The cost savings for employees participating in
vanpools can be significant. In addition to saving on gas
and vehicle maintenance, some insurance companies
offer discounts to drivers who designate their vehicle
as “recreation only,” which means using the vehicle
for everything but driving to work. NDOT has also
received federal funds from the U.S. Department of
Transportation to subsidize eligible vanpools in both
rural and urban areas of the state. The subsidy will
further reduce the cost of commuting.
The vanpool program will provide a valuable option in
rural areas where public transportation is often limited,
as well as in urban areas where traffic congestion is a
problem and parking is limited. Both employees and
employers will share the benefit of this safe, reliable,
cost-effective transportation alternative.
For more information about who can benefit from
this important program contact Kari Ruse, NDOT Transit
Manager, at 402-479-4694. To form a vanpool in your
area, contact Cynthia Kinning, Enterprise Sales Manager,
at 402-659-6027. n

“4 States Airport Conference” Yields Updates
By Ronnie Mitchell

NDOT, Director Division of Aeronautics

The 34th annual “4 States Airport Conference,” an
organization comprised of all aviation-interested groups
in the four-state central region of Iowa, Kansas, Missouri
and Nebraska, met August 28-30 at the Downtown
Marriott Inn in Kansas City, Missouri, to keep apprised
of aviation issues as well as to cover education topics.
This was also the sixth year for Ed Noyalis and
Marquita Pace (with helper Gary Marr) to organize
and manage the conference. The FAA Central Region
ran the conference until six years ago when Ed and
Marquita took over its management.
Highlights of the three-day conference included
remarks by William Deere, VP Government & External
Affairs National Air Traffic Association, who spoke
about the threat to general aviation posed by the airline
industry effort to privatize the nation’s air traffic control

system. FAR Part 139 airports who had no safety
violations were recognized and included: Nebraska’s
North Platte Regional Airport, Lee Bird Field (9 years
no violations), Springfield Branson National Airport
(13 years no violations), Branson Airport (9 years
no violations), Manhattan Regional Airport (3 years
no violations), and Dodge City Regional (3 years no
violations).
On the final day of the conference, FAA Central Region
Airports Division Manager Jim Johnson, introduced
Winsome Lenfert, Deputy Associate Administrator for
Airports at FAA headquarters, Washington D.C. She
gave an FAA update on funding for airports followed by
a “Q&A” session. This conference was well organized
with an abundance of informative presentations. The
next “4 States Conference” will be held at the same
location August 28-30, 2018. n
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