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UNL researchers monitor pollinator
plants along Highway 75 between
Union and Nebraska City.
(see story on page 10)
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From the Director

Take Time to Pause & Reflect
Every now and again, it’s good to take a tactical pause
to reflect on where you’ve been, what you’ve accomplished, where you’ve fallen short and how you want
those lessons to shape your next steps. This deliberate
reflection provides opportunity to identify areas where
innovation or process improvement may be beneficial.
In fact, such a pause is essential for an agency
striving to be more effective and efficient in how it
fulfills its mission. For NDOT, we encourage new ideas
about how to best accomplish all of our tasks, whether
they’re duties we’ve long discharged or responsibilities
Kyle Schneweis
new to our repertoire.
NDOT’s transition from Project Scheduling Meetings to Change Control Accountability Meetings represents one shift in how we do business. Formerly, the Project
Scheduling Meetings convened 50 people every five weeks to collectively examine
projects for delivery risks and develop subsequent solutions. The new Change
Control Accountability gatherings emphasize collaboration and open up dialog
and communication between the department’s divisions and districts to enhance
project delivery. Driving the innovation are five-member Super Teams assigned
to specific districts that focus on the primary factors historically responsible for
changing project scope, cost and schedule.
Our annual Innovation Challenge showcased more department inventiveness
this past spring. During the contest, 22 ideas – ranging from a brine pump cover
to an interactive GIS traffic counts map –were voted on in a March Madness-style
bracket competition until there was a champion. NDOT staff employ great ideas
and adaptations all the time all across the state. The Innovation Challenge is a
way to recognize their ingenuity and desire to maximize their work. Our staff’s
collective cutting-edge outlook serves the state well as NDOT strives to provide
the best possible transportation system.
Meanwhile, we completed our first ever Accelerated Bridge Construction project,
which enabled us to replace a bridge in Cedar County while reducing traffic
disruption by months. On top of that, we are in the midst of our yearly program
to improve safety at Nebraska’s many railroad crossings. Good work continues,
too, at our Aeronautics Division as we mark the one-year anniversary this summer
of the merger of the Department of Roads and Department of Aeronautics. Their
accomplishments and activities make them a vital component of NDOT.
Helping us oversee how we can stretch taxpayer dollars for the best benefit of
the traveling public, will be Lyn Heaton. Lyn recently joined NDOT as our Chief
Financial Officer. He oversees and administers all agency financial matters, such
as financial planning, programming and reporting, revenue and expenditure projections, budgeting and more. Lyn strives to help government leaders and citizens
alike understand complex governmental economics.
Lyn’s presence will help keep us focused on what we can accomplish with
the resources we possess. That means the next time we pause to see where
we’ve been and where we’re going, we can be assured the hard work, dedication
and commitment of our NDOT employees in every corner of the state have us
positioned for more success. Thank you for all that you do! n
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Lyn Heaton New Chief Financial Officer
team be successful, by facilitating their professional
Lyn Heaton is the new Chief
development and supporting their well-being. A key
Financial Officer for the Nebraska
responsibility in terms of my role in the organization
Department of Transportation.
is to help the department’s leaders make sense of
He succeeds Michael Keays, who
complex governmental budgeting and finance so that
led the Controller Division since
smart decisions can be made.”
2016.
As far as future goals, Heaton said his immediate
Heaton was born in Sioux City,
goal is to do a deep dive into NDOT, especially in terms
Iowa, where he lived until he
of how the Controller Division team interacts with the
was six years old, then moved
Lyn Heaton
director, deputies, other divisions and districts, as well
to Creighton, Nebraska in 1976
as external stakeholders.
after his parents purchased a grocery store. After
“I want to be sure I have a thorough understanding
graduating from Creighton High School, Heaton
of the department’s activities so that I can work
attended the University of Nebraska – Kearney and after
collaboratively with our partners to identify and continue
one year transferred to Wayne State College, where
what we’re doing well and find solutions where we
he earned a Bachelor of Science degree majoring in
need to improve. My longer-term
Political Science in 1992.
goals include improving others’
Before joining NDOT, Heaton spent
“A key responsibility in
understanding of the department’s
22 years with the Nebraska Department
current financial position and future
of Administrative Services – Budget
terms of my role in the
outlook, especially in terms of
Division, the last 16 years as the
organization is to help
helping NDOT and state leaders
Deputy State Budget Administrator,
the department’s leaders
make short- and long- range budget
serving under four Governors. The
make sense of complex
and programming decisions.”
other six years, he served as a Budget
government budgeting
Regarding his management
Management Analyst. Prior to that,
and finance so that smart
approach, Heaton noted that his
he worked as a Legislative Aide in the
decisions can be made.”
philosophy is rooted in four basic
Nebraska Unicameral Legislature.
- Lyn Heaton, CFO
principles: 1) Be accountable and
Among his accomplishments, Heaton
own both successes and mistakes;
was recognized as the Department
2) Be professional – do not criticize, undermine or
Administrative Services “Manager of the Year” for his
display a lack of respect for others; 3) Stick to the
work as the Business Process Lead in the design,
facts – in challenging situations, ask yourself what you
development and implementation of the Nebraska
know to be true and be willing to change your mindset
Budget Request and Reporting System. This is an
to allow others the benefit of the doubt; and 4) Seek
enterprise-wide system used by all state agencies,
clarity in communicating shared goals, roles and
boards and commissions to communicate their
procedures to resolve conflict and uncertainty.
budget requests to the Governor and Legislature.
Heaton and his wife, Jennifer, live in Waverly. They
In his new position, Heaton will oversee and
have three grown daughters, ages 23, 20 and 18. The
administer all agency financial matters, including
oldest was recently married and the youngest recently
financial planning, programming and reporting, revenue
graduated from Waverly High School.
and expenditure projections, budgeting, fund controls,
In his spare time, Heaton enjoys spending time
audits, financial systems, project finance and cash
with family and friends, and going to concerts with
flow management. While these are vital functions, he
his wife. They also enjoy watching movies with their
mentioned two other key roles.
three daughters and traveling whenever their busy
“A responsibility that’s just as important as all of
schedules allow. n
these technical items is to help the Controller Division
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NDOT’s Super Teams Offer
Innovative Approach to Project Delivery
By Linda Wilson

Communication Division

On March 22nd, after more than 30 years, the last
Project Scheduling meeting was held at the Nebraska
Department of Transportation. Doomsdayers
take heed: this did not signal the end of highway
improvement projects in the State of Nebraska. On
the contrary, the meeting symbolized the end of an
era, ushering in a new “Super Team” concept, with the
goal of improving project delivery, resulting in greater
efficiencies, reliability and accountability to NDOT’s
transportation partners and to the traveling public.
According to
Amy Starr, Program
“The purpose of these
Management Engineer,
meetings was to find out
what kind of roadblocks
this concept presented
we were experiencing on
a new way of thinking
these projects and try to
about the entire process
figure out how to keep the
of project delivery, with
projects on schedule.”
emphasis on a statewide
- Amy Starr, Prog. Mgmt. Engr.
approach and building
relationships within the eight highway districts. This
brought a number of enhancements, including a new
format for future meetings to increase efficiency,

along with a new name: Change Control Accountability
Meetings (CCAM).
Starr noted that the previous Project Scheduling
meetings were focused on taking a collective look at
identifying risks to projects and figuring out how to
mitigate them. More than 40 people who were experts
in project delivery gathered every five weeks for three
hours to discuss about 120 projects scheduled for
letting in the near term.

Efficient Project Delivery
Changes began to take place after NDOT Director
Kyle Schneweis challenged the department with goals
to deliver projects as quickly as possible, to be as
efficient as possible, and to increase the number of
bidders on projects. Schneweis assigned a team,
including Starr, Brandie Neemann, Project Development
Engineer, Mick Syslo, Materials and Research Engineer,
and Mike Owen, Roadway Design Engineer, to find a
way to revolutionize project delivery.
“After talking to other DOTs and interviewing NDOT
employees statewide, we felt our biggest opportunities
for improvement would come by focusing in two areas:
strengthening our program and project management,
and increasing the connections between our eight

The final Project Scheduling Meeting was held in March at the NDOT Central Complex auditorium.
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highway districts, Local Projects Section and Central
Headquarters from planning through construction. To
accomplish this we needed to make changes in three
areas: 1) how staff is structured; 2) how we hold
ourselves accountable; and 3) how we measure the
impacts of the changes.”
Staff was restructured in two ways. First, many
Central Complex employees involved in project delivery
were aligned by districts. This helped to redistribute
the workload across staff members more evenly. They
also created a five-person Super Team to help
strengthen project and program management. The
Super Team oversees the active state and local
projects within each district. The Super Team includes
representatives from the District, Environmental,
Roadway Design, Local Projects Section and Program
Management. Their role is to work with many other
NDOT employees to conduct project risk assessments,
manage change control for scope, cost and schedule,
and mitigate issues as they arise. These Super Teams
are equipped with new decision-making authority
in order to allow projects to continue to progress.
Decisions that exceed their level of authority are
elevated to a CCAM.
According to Starr, the first two CCAMs, held in April
and June, went well and she believes they will continue
to evolve. These meetings are still held every five
weeks, the same time interval as the previous Project
Scheduling meetings. But the similarities stop there.

With the new Project and Program Delivery
improvements, we are increasing efficiency,
reliability and accountability, and will continue
to build on relationships and trust with our
communities and our transportation partners.

Scope, Cost or Schedule
“The intent of the CCAM is to focus solely on projects
faced with a change in scope, cost or schedule. The
members of each Super Team reviews projects that are
scheduled in the next six years, which includes nearly
800 active projects at any time, rather than just projects
scheduled for letting in the near term.”
Another difference in the meetings involves a significant decrease in the number of people required to
attend; only Super Team and Change Control Executive
Committee members need to be present. In addition,
attendance time for those attending the meetings is
shorter, with teams averaging about half an hour to
discuss projects in each district, resulting in better time
management.
The replacement of the Project Scheduling meeting
with a Change Control Accountability meeting is one
way accountability was increased internally. Project
discussions are driven by the Super Team for all
projects within the district they are assigned. If a
project is behind schedule, over budget or there is a
desire to change scope, it is their role to work with
the project delivery teams to assess risks and come
up with a way to resolve those
issues. NDOT is also changing the
way they access project delivery
data, review, analyze and report
on it. A new Project and Program
Delivery Dashboard has been
developed to make it easier for
decision-makers to review projects
and make decisions.
“With the new Project and
Program Delivery improvements, we
are increasing efficiency, reliability
and accountability, and will continue
to build on relationships and trust
with our communities and our transportation partners.” n

Change Control Accountability Meeting in June at the NDOT Central Complex auditorium.
Photo by Clint Mangen
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NDOT’s Rail Section Keeps
Safety Projects on Track
Anshasi said it is important
to note that these funds can
The NDOT rail team is dedicated
be allocated for safety projects
to improving safety at railroad
at any public railroad crossing,
crossings through administering
with most funds spent at city
their portion of allotted state funds
and county road locations. He
from the Federal Section 130
emphasized that funds are not
Program. Generally, the program
used for improvements at private
provides about $1.8 million a year
crossings.
Photo by Todd Palmer
for rail safety projects in Nebraska to
After the receipt of funds,
Railroad crossing located on BNSF track on US-77 in
install automated gates and signals
Winslow, Nebraska.
procedures are followed to
at railroad crossings. In a typical
determine locations that would
states. They rely mostly on those
year, this is enough to complete four
benefit most from the instalout-of-state crews to get the work
to five projects. By recent standards,
lations. This includes looking
done.”
FY2019-2020 is not a typical year.
at the exposure factor – the
In addition to Anshasi, members
Within the last year, 30 to 40
number of vehicles and trains at
of
the NDOT Rail Section who are
diagnostic inspections were
a crossing. After using this inforinvolved with the rail safety project
completed and 21 new signal
mation to narrow down the list,
process from selection to completion
projects are currently being
an on-site diagnostic inspection is
include: Kathy Nuttelman, Highway
programmed, a new record,
completed by a diagnostic team,
Operational Analyst II; Todd Palmer,
according to Abe Anshasi, Rail and
comprised of NDOT rail staff,
Engineer III; and Bev Vonasek,
Public Transportation
county officials and rail
Highway Liaison Manager (recently
Engineer, who oversees
County RR Signal
officials. During this
Installations with
retired.) This team does the behindthe Rail Section in
inspection, certain elements
FY-2018 Funding
NDOT’s Intermodal
the-scenes work to coordinate the
are reviewed, including sight
Buffalo
4
Planning Division. “We
many pieces of the project to ensure
distance at each quadrant
Cheyenne
2
were fortunate to have
a successful outcome.
of the crossing and other
Custer
1
some carryover funds
factors specific to each
Anshasi noted that NDOT has
Dawson
1
that allowed us to plan
location.
worked
hard to develop a good
Dodge
3
for more projects to
Once
the
funds
are
working relationship with the
Fillmore
1
improve safety at our
received, projects prioritized
Johnson
1
railroads, their partners in transporrailroad crossings.”
and sites selected, there
Kearney
1
tation, which makes these rail safety
With the large number
is much to be done before
Morrill
1
projects possible. It is a partnership
of public crossings in
Otoe
2
actual work on the project
that has seen significant success as
Thayer
2
the state that do not
site begins. Anshasi noted
they work together to improve the
York
2
have protective devices
the entire process, from
safety of the traveling public.
at crossings and the
diagnostics to programming
“We want everyone to understand
high cost of installing them, Anshasi
to installation is a 1½- to 2-year
that NDOT does much more than
said the funds make a significant
process. This also includes the
highway projects; we’re also working
difference. “We have roughly 3,000
environmental approval process,
with our partners on these rail safety
public crossings in Nebraska and
estimates done by the railroad,
projects on county roads, in villages
only 700 or so have active warning
written agreements and obligations.
and towns throughout the state. This
devices, which include automatic
“After we send out agreements
is an undertaking that we do not take
crossings and signals. These
and give them notice to proceed, the
lightly. The safety of the traveling
railroads begin the work, bringing
rail safety projects can cost from
crews from Nebraska and other
public is our priority.” n
$200,000 to $600,000 per location.”
By Linda Wilson

Communication Division

6 | Roadrunner u Summer 2018

Reviewing the Legislative Session:

Five Bills of Note
By Gary Peterson

Communication Division

A quintet of bills stood out as legislative highlights
when the Unicameral completed its session earlier this
year. Leading the grouping were headline-grabbers
such as increased speed limits and autonomous vehicle
testing. Worthy of attention, too, was the mid‑biennium
appropriation bill, as well as the bills streamlining
highway superintendent licensing and removing billboardpermitting fees.
Speed limits, or LB1009, generated much buzz during
debate, and the version signed into law gave NDOT the
mandate to raise speed limits to 65 mph on state highways,
where such increases are appropriate. A nearly two-year
study supported raising the speed limit. The study found
75 percent of the scrutinized locations justified an increase
from 60 mph to 65 mph, based on driver expectations and
actual usage.
Passage of the law brought consistency and uniformity to
the state’s highway system, which are important in making
sure Nebraska’s roads meet driver expectations, NDOT
Director Kyle Schneweis said during testimony for LB1009.
Also garnering significant attention during the session
was autonomous vehicle testing, or LB989. Steve Ingracia,
NDOT deputy director of technology/strategic planning, said
the law’s passage signaled the state is “open for business.”
LB989 allowed testing of driverless vehicles anywhere in
the state, but Ingracia said the law was just a start. Details
need tackling during the 2019 legislative session.
NDOT goals, Ingracia said, include helping move the
industry forward and supporting public/private partnerships
for technology deployment. Flexibility and opportunism
should be the state’s priorities in preparing for the future.
Moving too fast governmentally in anticipation of how
technology might be used, Ingracia said, can lead to
overregulation and stifle innovation.
As NDOT looks toward
the future, maintaining
Flexibility and
its funding always
opportunism
is of considerable
should be the
importance. Director
Schneweis testified during
state’s priorities
LB944 hearings to ensure
in preparing for
money allocated for NDOT
the future.
remained in place.

Photo by Jake Daniels

The Navya autonomous shuttle, a driverless vehicle that may be
touring the streets of Lincoln next year, was debuted at the UNL
Innovation Campus during a press event in June.

Simply put, Schneweis testified, when it comes to funding
infrastructure, a continual, steady hand is necessary to
deliver the transportation network Nebraskans both deserve
and expect, and varying from that approach puts significant
strains on the system. He emphasized NDOT does not
receive General Fund dollars, and the department’s work
is made possible by the revenues collected through
transportation-related activities, such as collection of the
gas tax, and deposited into the Highway Trust Fund.
The purpose of such an approach is to make sure
revenues generated for transportation are spent on
transportation. It is a best practice utilized across
the country that provides greatly needed funding
stability – both on a short- and long-term planning basis.
NDOT constantly monitors cash flow to affirm in-flows
match projects programmed for funding. When dollars are
shifted away at the state level, the result is not a 1-to-1 ratio
in effect. Instead, it is a cascading effect, as federal fund
reimbursements tied to state dollars are lost, and project
costs increase because of delayed construction. Ultimately,
all projects cost much, much more.
The steady-hand approach assures effectiveness and
efficiency, which also could describe LB733 and LB742. The
former streamlined licensing of highway superintendents
in the state. Rather than having one professional license
renewable every three years and having another renewable
every year, the new law put both licenses on the same
three-year schedule. The latter made unnecessary the
collection of billboard-permit fees. A permit is still required,
but payment and collection no longer are needed. n
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Contractors inspect a newly
laid prefabricated girder
at the Accelerated Bridge
Construction project west of
Laurel on Highway 20 in June.
Photo by Jake Daniels

Article by Gary Peterson
Communication Division

U.S. Highway 20 Bridge a First for NDOT
The Nebraska Department of Transportation
(NDOT) saved drivers time and money during
Cedar County roadwork this summer, thanks
to a new method of building bridges.
The department’s inaugural Accelerated Bridge
Construction (ABC) project was part of a seven-mile
repaving effort on U.S. Highway 20 over Middle Logan
Creek between Belden and Laurel. Stripped to its basics,
the project involved constructing most bridge components in one location – like “Lego blocks,” said State
Bridge Engineer Mark Traynowicz – and assembling the
pieces in another spot.
For the Belden-Laurel project, Concrete Industries in
Lincoln created the prefabricated parts, including the
abutment cap, deck and approach slabs, shipped by
truck to the construction site. The parts then were put
together in place.

User-Friendly
One of the reasons the Belden-Laurel bridge, which
was completed July 13, was chosen to debut this method
was because recent bridgework on U.S. 20 already inconvenienced area residents and businesses. NDOT did not
want to do it again so soon.
Still, replacement of the 1938 U.S. 20 bridge was
needed to increase the bridge’s structural capacity, as
well as to increase the waterway area and eliminate
existing and future scour issues. The project also was
needed to improve roadway conditions and widen the
approaching roadway to enhance safety.
8 | Roadrunner u Summer 2018

So, the new tactic was deployed to reduce roadway
closure to 30 days, when traditional construction
practices would have closed the highway for six months
or more, according to Assistant State Bridge Engineer
Fouad Jaber. Furthermore, the road closure’s shorter
duration saved drivers about $300,000 in vehicle-operating expenses, according a cost-analysis estimate.
Those user savings helped balance the project’s
expenses against traditional methods, which are less
costly than ABC techniques.

More to Come
Jaber stated NDOT was not new to ABC technology.
In fact, the department has used and built precast
elements for bridge construction previously, but never
done so in a full-precast process. Consequently, relevant
ABC details collected from around the country helped in
preparation for the Belden-Laurel project.
Among the steps taken to facilitate project success
were ensuring components were simple enough to
fabricate; repetition of component formation was
maximized; component weight did not exceed 50 tons;
and substructure components did not need pre-stressing
or post-tensioning.
Their implementation in Cedar County portended future
deployment of ABC elements, such as precast approach
slabs, elsewhere in the state. NDOT intends to use these
slabs for accelerated construction on Interstate 80 in and
around Omaha and Lincoln, where the traffic is congested
and overnight approach slab replacement is desirable.
In fact, Omaha projects utilizing precast slabs will begin
letting this year. n

South Beltway Moves Closer to Starting Line
By Gary Peterson

Communication Division

The City of Lincoln and southeastern Nebraska
will forever be changed when the long-anticipated
Lincoln South Beltway transforms the countryside
into a four-lane expressway connecting U.S.
Highway 77 and Nebraska Highway 2. That much
has been stated time and again, but with another
regulatory milestone achieved this past spring,
the project is closer than ever to commencing.
A celebration was held in Lincoln on March 29
to announce completion of the Finding of No
Significant Impact (FONSI) document, which
concluded examination of potential projectrelated environmental issues as part of the
federal review process. Construction is on
schedule for 2020, and the FONSI finalization
keeps the timeline moving forward.

A Dream Soon to be Realized
Progress on the South Beltway is another step forward
for completion of the state’s envisioned expressway
system, which is something discussed for three
decades. For its part, the South Beltway, slated to cost
$300 million, is the largest infrastructure project ever
undertaken by NDOT.
Thankfully, game-changing pieces of legislation, such
as the Build Nebraska Act and Transportation Innovation
Act, have created the opportunity for ambitious projects
such as the South Beltway to come off the shelf. The
acts have provided funding and innovative construction
practices for work across the state.
Federal financial assistance has been acquired, too, for
the South Beltway. This past winter, the project won a
$25 million competitive federal grant through the Trans-

When completed, the South Beltway will:
 Follow a path that runs from a half-mile
south of Saltillo Road to 120th Street.
 Be an 11-mile road along new alignment.
 Have access provided by five interchanges–
U.S. 77, 27th Street, 68th Street, 82nd Street
and Highway 2/Nebraska Highway.

Photo by Jake Daniels

Officials from the Nebraska Department of Transportation, the city of Lincoln,
Lancaster County, and the Federal Highway Administration met March 29, 2018,
to announce and make official the FONSI (Finding Of No Significant Impact) for
the Lincoln South Beltway.

portation Investment Generating Economic Recovery
(TIGER) program. The grant – part of a program to
assist capital investment in surface transportation
infrastructure – required a strong showing of local and
statewide support as part of the selection process.
While many eagerly await these future benefits of
the South Beltway, ongoing final design work and rightof-way acquisition will be next steps in the project’s
progress. When pre-construction activities yield to
turning dirt, it is expected the project will take five to
seven years to finish.

A Difference-maker
The South Beltway has long been included in the City
of Lincoln’s Long-Range Transportation Plan, which
anticipates the roadway’s transformative effect on the
area, both in an economic and a safety sense.
Regarding its economic impact, the South Beltway
will create a critical link between Interstates 80 and
29 – opening an artery for the transportation of people
and freight. Additionally, development opportunities will
expand with the growth of Lincoln’s city footprint.
Congestion through Lincoln will decrease dramatically, with estimates showing truck traffic on Nebraska
Highway 2 being reduced by nearly 80 percent. Consequently, safer conditions will follow as traffic from
regionally traveling vehicles diverts to the South Beltway. n
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Pollinator Habitats Benefit
from Growth, Diversity
By Jake Daniels

Communication Division

Watching grass grow over the
course of a year normally isn’t an
exciting prospect. However, in the
case of roadside rehabilitation of
pollinator habitats, there is at least
some cause for excitement.
The University of Nebraska-Lincoln
team surveying plots of growth
along Highway 75 between Union
and Nebraska City is seeing the kind
of growth they are looking for in the
second year. While drivers might not
see a huge difference in the rightof-way, Jon Soper, formerly employed
at the University and now a highway
environmental biologist with NDOT,
can spot the changes.
There is greater growth of the
planted species in this second year,
and native perennials are beginning
to bloom. There has also been a
decline in the weedier annual species.
One can already spot some flowers
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along the roadsides but next year the
blossoms should be a very noticeable.
Soper says drivers should keep their
eyes peeled for bigger changes next
year: “For sure by next summer.”
Better growth means more plant
diversity, and more plant diversity
means more pollinator diversity, too.
Kayla Mollet, a master’s student
in UNL’s department of entomology,
conducted a bee survey on the plots
from June to October of last year;
she found 70 bees in the traps placed
throughout the plots. This year’s
survey has only just begun, but she
has already catalogued 44 bees.
Not only has Mollet found more
than half the number of pollinators in
a less than a quarter of the time, but
there are two or three species of bees
that she didn’t see last year. One of
the first two species is a parasitic
variety that is a strong indicator of
the presence of the third type.

Both the variety of plants and the
increased number of bee species
means the ecosystem is becoming
more complex along the right-of-way.
“Complexity is a good thing from a
conservation standpoint,” she says.
A more complicated ecosystem
will support a wider variety of
organisms and increase the possibility of long-term settlement by some
of these plants, animals and insects.
This includes pollinator communities.
Mollet has seen three different
species taking up residence in the
area at locations she identified as
possible nesting sites, an encouraging
development. The project is still in its
early years, however.
“It’s important to keep an eye
[on the species] long term,” she
says. In the meantime, though, she
remains hopeful and happy with the
growth. “It’s just fun to see the bees
out there!” n

Hello Beetles,
Goodbye Purple Loosestrife
By Jake Daniels

Communication Division

The Nebraska Department of
Transportation is fighting an old
invader with a new technique.
Natural conservationists have
been battling purple loosestrife, a flowering plant native
to Eurasia, for many years. The
plant arrived in North America
on the ballasts of ships and
as an ornamental flower in the
1800s, but has since begun to
crowd out native blooms. Also
called purple lythrum, it prefers
damp areas in ditches, along
marshes and shorelines.
This means they are a
Photo by Jake Daniels
nuisance in wetland mitigation
Bug-eaten
purple
loosestrife
is
pictured
at the
areas such as the NDOT-mainwetlands mitigation site south of Highway 92 and
tained site at Highway 92 and
west of the Platte River. The loosestrife is being
combated with a biocontrol bug: the Galerucella
the Platte River near Yutan.
calmariensis, or the black-margined loosestrife
The site flooded in 2016 and
beetle.
purple loosestrife took root
through the area. In the past, the invasive weed would have been located
and spot sprayed for control, but, according to Roger Yerdon, Highway
Environmental Biologist in NDOT’s Project Development Division, this
process would have been arduous and time consuming.
Instead, he decided to take a more natural approach. The Galerucella
calmariensis beetle – also called the black-margined loosestrife beetle – is
another native of Eurasia and acts as a natural balance to the aggressive
invader. Both larvae and adults feed on purple loosestrife almost exclusively,
leaving behind holes in the plants’ leaves. The feeding in turn reduces the
weed’s growth, flowering, seed production and photosynthesis capabilities.
These beetles have been used in more than 15 other states and showed
little interested in the 50 native North American plants tested in the early
90s. Yerdon ordered ten packages of the tiny brown bugs and received two
extras free of charge.
The release of the 1,200 bugs in April 2017 was the first time the NDOT
has made use of biological controls, but Yerdon says that, so far, the beetles
seem to be doing their jobs. He expects to see the loosestrife population
drop over a two- or three-year period.
After the initial drop, the populations of both the beetles and the purple
loosestrife should ebb and flow at lower numbers in a natural balancing act,
further ensuring diverse healthy wetlands. n

2018 Transit
Managers’
Workshop

Photo provided by NAPT

Matt Harington and Tara Grell from UNO
presented marketing and social media
tips to the rural transit managers.

The annual Transit Managers’
Workshop convened June 19-21
in Grand Island. The workshop
was attended by over 45 transit
managers and representatives
from the NDOT Transit Section,
University of Nebraska and the
Federal Transit Administration’s
(FTA) Region 7 office.
Sponsored by the Nebraska
Association of Transportation
Providers (NAPT) and NDOT,
attendees received updates from
FTA and Kari Ruse, NDOT Transit
Manager. Other presentations
included recognizing drug
impairment, employee retention,
promoting transit at the local
level, and driver boot camp
highlights from the Nebraska
Safety Center.
A regional workshop is
scheduled for 2019 in Kansas
City. Rural transit managers
and state DOT employees from
Missouri, Kansas, Iowa and
Nebraska are anticipated to
attend, along with FTA staff
from the regional office.
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Second Annual Innovation Showcase
Sparks Energy, Imagination
By Linda Wilson

Communication Division

NDOT employees seeking an adrenaline rush again this
year during the second annual Innovation Showcase were
not disappointed when the time came for announcement
of the “Innovation of the Year” on Thursday, June 28, in
the bustling Central Headquarters Auditorium.
The energy level reached a crescendo as Korey Donahoo,
Innovation Challenge Team Leader, noted that, with a
record number of votes this year, only two votes stood
between the first- and second-place winners.
“The winner of the Innovation of the Year award is… the
Blade Changer from Jim McDonald in District 1!”
McDonald’s innovation, designed to allow one person
to easily and safely change blades on a snowplow or
motor grader, beat a field of 24 competing for the top
honor during the department’s second annual Innovation
Challenge. This compared with 40 entries last year. The
winner and three runners-up were also announced during
this year’s Showcase.
The top prize included $500 and the winner’s name
was placed on the plaque for 2018. Runner-up was the
Hopper, from Carlos Campa, Art Kiger and Vic Larson,
District 6. Tony Babb, Chuck Stanczyk and Ryan Czarnik,

NDOT leaders congratulate recipients of “innovation of the Year” awards.
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District 4, won third place
for their Guardrail/ShoulAlmost every
dering Attachment. Keith
district and division
Rabe and Tony Stemick,
participated in this
District 3, won fourth
year’s Innovation
place for their Bouncing
Ball Beacon Safety
Challenge with
Cable. Second, third and
nearly $5,000 in
fourth-place winners each
prize money paid
took home $300, $200 and
out to winners.
$150, respectively. Each
winner also received a
special mug commemorating the event.
The announcement of winners was the culmination
of more than a month of voting by NDOT employees.
The process was the same as last year, with contestants’ names placed into brackets, face-offs in weekly
head-to-head battles, and names whittled down until a
winner finally emerged in the final round of voting.

Elite Eight
The other half of the “Elite Eight” innovations earning
their opportunity to display at the showcase included
Centerline Rumble Strips (Single Pass), Roadway

Photos by Jake Daniels

Design – Phil TenHulzen, Fred Bockus, Deb
Larson, Jason Bringenberg; DIRK District
Incident Report Knowledgebase, D5 – Scott
Clinger; Dead Truck Tow Bar, D3 – Leonard
Nadrchal, Mark Paprocki, Dave Pokorny; and
Sander Bearing Plate, D8 – Shaun Emerson.
Each winner received $100 and a
commemorative mug.
Again this year, all of the “Elite Eight”
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
The Innovation Challenge wrapped up with a showcase of the final eight competitors.
(see sidebar for details).
Donahoo noted that almost every district
scenario becomes a reality. While momentum continues
and division participated in this year’s Innovation
to build and engagement was high this year, he also
Challenge, with almost $5,000 in prize money going
wants to continue to find ways to get more folks in attento the winners.
dance from the districts.
Other members of the Innovation Challenge Team
Votes Count
include:
Suzy Fredrickson, Business Technology Support
According to Donahoo, Project Development,
Division (BTSD); Mackenzie Bartek, Communication;
345 employees voted this year, surpassing last year’s
Anthony Tschirren, District 3, Neligh Maintenance; Scott
325 votes. With two votes between first- and second
Clinger, District 5; Charlene Shaw, BTSD; and Brandon
place, it was an even closer race than last year’s six-vote
Varilek, Materials & Research.
difference. In addition, third place received nine more
“Being innovative is a rare and valuable trait to have,”
votes than fourth place and fourth place received
said Donahoo. “The people who have it should be
21 percent of the vote.
rewarded, and their ideas need to be shared. We hope
With the vote so close to a tie, Donahoo said he will
that the Innovation Challenge does both!” n
be prepared with a plan for next year, just in case that
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:

 P roject Based Emulsion Sampling –
John Gude, Mike Reynolds, M&R

 ebraska Transportation Information Portal –
N

Scott Clinger, District 5, explains the DIRK District Incident Report
Knowledgebase.

Dustin Poskochil, Padmavathi Chinnachellappan,
Lamin Jawlah, Sean Owings, Traffic
 D OT Approved Product List – Andi Clark,
Bob Seger, Doug Churchwell, Charlene Shaw,
Mackenzie Bartek & Ty Carlson, M&R
L

 oad Rating Bridges by Conversion Method –
Wayne Patras, Bridge
 o Cell Phone Use Sign – Korry Vohland, District 7
N
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FINALISTS
“Innovation of the Year” – Blade Changer

Innovator: Jim McDonald, District 1
Innovation Purpose: Allows one person to easily and safely change blades on
snowplow or motor grader.
Innovation Description: I removed the round jack plate of a floor jack, made a
shaft that fit the existing jack hole, welded 36-inch long flat box tubing to the
shaft and welded two steel plates on each end to hold the blade upright.
To change a blade, you replace the jack plate with the blade changer, raise the
blade changer to support the used blade while you remove the bolts, lower the
jack and remove the used blade, place a new blade on the blade changer, raise
the new blade into position with the jack and replace the bolts.

Runner-Up – Hopper

Innovators: Carlos Campa, Art Kiger,
Vic Larson, District 6
Innovation Purpose: A structural-hydraulicmechanical device added to a rut-box to
receive hot-mix asphalt from a dump truck
and to meter it to the rut.
Innovation Description: The Hopper is
mounted to the front of a previously built
rut-box. It captures the hot-mix load being
dispensed from the dump truck and has
a hydraulically operated trap door, which
meters hot-mix to the road surface. After

3rd Place – Guardrail/
Shouldering Attachment

Innovators: Tony Babb, Chuck Stanczyk,
Ryan Czarnik, District 4

metering, the trap door is closed, so that
any hot-mix remaining in the Hopper may
be transported down the road to the next
repair excavation location. Without the
Hopper, traffic had to be stopped, because
the truck had to be oriented 90 degrees to
traffic. This is especially undesirable in fill
sections with steep foreslopes.
Reported Savings: Improved safety in
delivering hot-mix to the rut-box and reduced
lane closure times because no need to
occupy both lanes. Faster road repair times.

Innovation Purpose: Fill in washouts
behind guardrails. With summer rains
there were washouts developing
behind newly constructed highway
with guardrails installed. Our District
environmentalist asked that washouts
be filled in as soon as possible and that
employees from Fullerton hand place
the dirt and rake behind the guardrails.
Chuck, Ryan and Tony designed and
built this skid steer attachment to
reduce employee time.
Innovation Description: Attachment
mounts to the front of the skid steer,

4th Place – Bouncing Ball Beacon Cable
Innovators: Keith Rabe, Tony Stemick, District 3
Innovation Purpose: High winds tend to
twist the hanger bracket on the Bouncing
Ball Beacon beyond its limit of metal
fatigue tolerance. The safety cable holds
the signal head up until someone notices
it. The unit is safe until a repair crew can be
dispatched in a timely manner.
Innovation Description: A ¼-inch steel cable
that wraps around the body of the signal
head and the snap hooks clamp to the
span cable.
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used to level off dirt placed behind the
guardrails to fill in washouts and low
spots.
Reported Savings: Using 20 tons of dirt
(for example) would have taken the
crew of five all day to shovel dirt to the
desired location, then more time to rake
and seed. With the attachment, once
dirt is dumped behind the guardrail, it
can be leveled in less than 15 minutes,
saving the State time and money.
Because machines do all of his work,
injuries to employees (back sprains,
ankle injuries, etc.) are reduced.

Reported Savings: Since chances of the
signal dropping on a motorist are very low,
repairs can be done at a more opportune
time. The cost of the Bouncing Ball Beacon
safety cable is minimal, with two span cable
hooks that are self-latching to keep them
from coming unhooked, and 8 feet of ⅜‑inch
cable–about $30 worth of material. If the
Bouncing Ball Beacon falls to the roadway,
the cost of the beacon is about $2,000,
not to mention the possible liability to the
vehicle it could fall on.

‘All Systems Go’
with Aeronautics’
NAVAIDS Unit

The VHF Omnidirectional Range (VOR) at Kearney Regional Airport.
Photo by Jake Daniels

By Jake Daniels

Communication Division

Pilots flying in Nebraska rely on a variety of technologies for crucial information. Weather and airport information across the state, from Alliance to Beatrice, is
conferred to planes in flight by a handful of technological
acronyms: AWOS, NDB, DME, and VOR.
None of the systems are invulnerable. Freezing fogs,
electrical storms, and old age can cause short outs and
fried circuits anywhere in Nebraska, leaving pilots with
one less beacon, one less weather forecast.
The state’s safeguard for this equipment? The two
members of the Aeronautics Division’s NAVAIDS unit,
headquartered in Kearney.
“It’s kind of like being an electric fireman – you never
know where you’ll be going!” said Roger Fox, a lead
technician for the unit, who passed away in April.

Fully Certified
They schedule vacations and days off for the latter
half of each month–the first two or three weeks are
spent on the road, traveling one of several routes that
carve up the state for efficiency’s sake. One system may
be ready for a bi-annual check, another close by in need
of a quarterly look-see, and a third on the way home
awaiting its annual inspection.

Operational policies are mandated by the Federal
Communications Commission, the Federal Aviation
Administration, and the National Weather Service, which
helps distribute the pertinent weather information from
their automated weather observing stations (AWOS)
nationwide.
Marcella Meyer, chief of NAVAIDS, says it takes about
two years to become fully certified by the FAA, the FCC,
and some of the beacons’ manufacturers. While Meyer
can oversee a few systems, Electronic Specialist Michael
Luff is fully certified.
Luff came to the unit with a knowledge base that
prepared him for this work. Like a number of previous
technicians, he had military experience that lent itself
to his position. Other technicians came to the unit with
degrees in electronics.
Aside from a working knowledge of electronics,
NAVAIDS requires employees to have a general understanding of construction principles as they also oversee
installation of new sites. Nebraska was the first state to
build non-federal navigation aids, starting in 1955 with
VOR (VHF omnidirectional range) systems in Alliance,
Ainsworth and Norfolk. Currently, the NAVAIDS unit owns
or maintains 20 stations. The next installation project,
pending federal funding, will be another AWOS in 2018.
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Global positioning satellite systems have replaced
some of this technology at larger airports, but the
navigational aids supported by the division are legacy
equipment. Pilots do not need new pieces of technology
to receive their signals, which can be in Morse code.

Systems Crucial
For some of Nebraska’s more rural airports, these
systems are crucial for getting medical flights in and out.
Corporate pilots also make use of the arrays.
The NAVAIDS unit doesn’t just run checkups on the
systems. In order to keep everything in shipshape while
maintaining their budget, they also repair equipment
down to a component level. Many of the systems have
automated alarms to notify the team when something is
wrong. Some of the more removed systems are wired
to send a distress call to a nearby nurse’s station, where
someone is always on-call. That person then alerts the
NAVAIDS team in Kearney “One of us is answering the
phone 24/7,” says Meyer.
Unfortunately, the team has found itself on the
defensive this year with the sudden passing of Fox in
April and this year’s weather, which has caused a number
of equipment issues. Meyer says the small unit is doing
what they can for the time being, but Michael Luff has
found himself on the road three weeks out of the month.
Between the regular maintenance and equipment
checkups, budgets, and FAA inspections, time and energy
have been in short supply for the NAVAIDS unit. Still,

Photo by Jake Daniels

Instrumentation housed at the NAVAIDS Division headquarters at
Kearney Regional Airport.

advertising for the open position has been underway.
“He was very dedicated and focused,” Meyer says of
the late Fox. “It’ll be a very hard position to fill.”
Finding someone to fill the position won’t provide
immediate relief. After a candidate is selected and hired,
the process of becoming fully certified means it could be
almost two years until the NAVAIDS staff is back up to its
former strength.
Until then, they will do what they have always done,
pitching in as a team to ensure that equipment is
functioning and systems are operational to meet the
needs of the state’s airports. n

26th State Fly-in Celebrated at Chadron

Spectators relax in shade of a vintage aircraft on display during the
State Fly-in hosted by the Chadron Municipal Airport.
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The 26th State Fly-in, held June 8-10 at Chadron’s
airport, offered a treat for the nearly 300 in
attendance, providing an opportunity to partake in
a plethora of activities. The event kicked off with a
USO-style show on Friday, held in the only remaining
WWII hangar, called the “barrel hangar” due to its
rounded roof, and featured a performance by the
Potter Family from Rapid City, South Dakota.
Saturday’s events included several guest speakers.
Jeff Robbins, NDOT Aeronautics Commissioner
from Scottsbluff, spoke on “Learning to Fly” and
Dick Trail, from McCook, a member of the Nebraska
Aviation Hall of Fame, shared his flying experiences
as a member of the first class of the USAF Academy
and the various aircraft he has flown. Dick and his
KC-135 aircrew received the Strategic Air Command’s
MacKay Trophy in 1967 for their exemplary

courage and outstanding aerial
accomplishments by performing the
first multiple air refueling between
a KC-135 aircraft and an A-3 Navy
tanker, which simultaneously
refueled a Navy F-8 Crusader under
emergency fuel shortages and
combat conditions. Other speakers
included Dr. Robert Allen, an FAA
Medical Examiner from Rapid City,
who shared information about FAA
medicals, and Sherry Fisher, dressed
as “Rosie the Riveter,” who told how
women have helped aviation during
times of war.

Aircraft Display
Nearly 60 rides were given
through the Experimental Aircraft
Association’s (EAA) Young Eagles
Program, which was founded in
1992 and is dedicated to giving
youth ages 8-17 the opportunity
to fly in a general aviation
airplane. These flights are free
of charge, provided through the
generosity of the EAA’s network
of volunteer pilots and ground
volunteers. Helicopter rides, and
tandem parachute jumps were also
provided.
Air show aircraft on display
included Doug Roth’s Staudacher
“Super Star,” a 350 hp fully aerobatic
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monoplane, Tom “Lark” Larkin’s
SubSonex Mini Jet (300 mph
weighing 500 lbs) and Curt
Muhle’s Vultee BT13, the “Vultee
Vibrator.” During WWII contract
pilots trained new pilots in the
Piper Cub at Chadron and then in
the Vultee BT13. 11,500 Vultee’s
were built, but today there are
only about 30 still flying. Later,
during the aerobatic performances,
Airboss 1, Dale Byrkit, Airboss 2,
Reggie Schmidt and Airboss 3,
Gaynor Smith were busy keeping the
performances safe from any other
air traffic while coordinating the
airshow.
Nebraska Aviation Council
(NAC) President Mike Olson and
NAC State Fly-in coordinator
Diane Bartels presented several
awards. Chadron Mayor John
Coates and City Manager Craig
Younkers accepted the award for
hosting the 26th Annual State Fly-in
at Chadron. During the Saturday
evening program, Mayor Coates
recognized 16 WWII veterans for
their service and asked them to
share brief career highlights.
Jon Leever of Western Community
College introduced Nebraska
Aviation Hall of Fame 2017
inductee James E. Joyce. In 1969,

Pilots were on hand to sign autographs.

he accepted a teaching position
in the Aviation Maintenance
Department at Western Nebraska
Vocational Technical School in
Sidney, Nebraska. Jim retired from
the school, now Western Nebraska
Technical College, in May 2006,
ending a 36-year tenure.
Saturday evening festivities ended
with a local talent show followed
by a magic show, singing, dancing
and a special ukulele music. Special
appreciation was given to event
organizers, committees and aviation
volunteers. n
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