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Gustavus Road Maintenance Committee

City of Gustavus

PO Box 1

Gustavus, AK 99826

January 6, 2007

Kathy Lochman

Fairweather Construction & Rental

PO Box 252

Gustavus, AK 99826

Dear Kathy:

Re:  Your letter of January 3, regarding recent snowplowing issues

We on the Road Maintenance Committee certainly share your disappointment and frustration with the snowplowing confusion, difficulties and complaints in November and early December.  Events conspired to make it difficult for us together to provide the quality service for our community that we all desire.  We know there are almost as many versions of what transpired as there were players during the events, but clearly multiple challenges made things tough.  

The early, very heavy snow caught us unprepared—our plowing contract not yet in place.   We had budgeted optimistically for what we hoped would be an average snow year, wishing to save as much as possible for summer road improvements and maintenance. (We are all aware of the anticipated reduction and probable termination of Forest Receipts funding, and would like to stave off the time when we must seek other funding sources or end the service.)  Our delay in getting the contract in place and the consequent rapid exhaustion of the snowplowing budget drew the City Council to help fill the gap and get the services going.  We appreciate their response, but wish it had not been necessary.   Our  tight budget has led us to stretch the times between plowing, more than we would like.  Consequently hardpack builds up, which later turns to slush.  Gustavus is blessed with helpful  “can-do” residents willing to plow their neighborhood roods with their own light trucks.  Unfortunately, that sometimes results in berms inside the shoulder, narrower driving surfaces, debris in intersections, and complaints that the City hasn’t  plowed “shoulder to shoulder.”  Finally, most of our committee members were out of town during the snow dump, as was our City Council  Liaison.   We were not in the best position to work with you to assess conditions on the ground and solve problems promptly as we would like.

We understand there have been some hurt feelings but hope we can move forward in a constructive and positive manner.  We on the committee would like to build on the positive tone and degree of understanding that was evident at our January 3 meeting.  We believe the following will facilitate the kind of productive relationship between the City and Fairweather, that will assure our residents get the best road maintenance service achievable within our funding limitations.

1.  The committee intends to work to put future maintenance services contracts out to bid and have agreements in place well in advance of seasonal needs. 

2.  We have a snowplowing contract in place, which we intend to use for the rest of this season.

3.  The contract references the snowplowing specification, which we believe is a reasonable and generally achievable standard.

4.  It is our intent that all direction to you will go through the committee.  We hope that if you and we work the process effectively the Council won’t feel the need to intervene.

5.  To that end, there will always be a single point of contact identified from the committee to assign work for you.

6.  The intention of plowing “shoulder to shoulder” as indicated in the spec is easier to describe and achieve on some roads than on others.  It is not always clear what comprises the shoulder.  Brush, old frozen dirt berms, and the like can be obstacles.  At our meeting we agreed the intent is to clear, to the extent possible, the surfaces of the road on which a vehicle may drive in summer.  That includes the road edge where a vehicle may pull over to let someone pass in the other direction.  Clearly we don’t expect you to plow where there is brush or a rough surface where vehicles don’t normally drive.  We also understand that in a heavy snow year we may have to make special provisions to move out snow berms, or just accept a narrower road.  We can work with you in that event.

7.  Our specification calls for holding the height of berms down to 30” or less at intersections to provide for sight distance.  It is hard to specify this exactly, particularly with so many kinds of intersections, so we ask you to use your best judgment in preventing berms from limiting sight distance.  Can the driver in a car pulling up to an intersection see oncoming traffic without actually having to pull out into the traffic?  If so, we’ve done it well enough.  As an aside, we need to identify locations where brush is contributing to this problem, either directly or because it prevents snow from being pushed far enough back at these locations.  We can clear that brush in the summer program.

8.  One thing to keep in mind as you plow, is how will the road look to the resident who enters it from his or her driveway and heads off the work or the post office?  Does it look neat and as wide as possible?  Did you plow as close to the gravel as possible, minimizing the potential for hardpack development or slush later?  Are intersections clear?  What overall impression it left?

9.  Once a plowing is complete, all members of the committee who are available in Gustavus will work to inspect immediately the roads that have been plowed and determine whether there are any areas where the work may not meet our specification.  The committee’s point of contact will get back to you with the results of the inspection promptly.  We will be happy to visit sites with you where there may be issues.  We will confirm the results of the inspection by e-mail for future reference if there are questions raised by others.  

We hope these steps will facilitate a more effective working relationship, and most important assure the best service possible for our community.  We know some of the problems listed above will never go away entirely.  Budget constraints particularly will remain.  There exists a broad range of opinion in the community about the appropriate character, amount, and extent of road maintenance.  Some want a lot more maintenance, but if we did as much as they want others would complain that we are spending too much.  As we try to work our way down the middle, we run the risk of complaints from both ends of the spectrum.  Nevertheless, we believe that good road maintenance is an important core function of the City and that most residents are pleased when we do the best we can.  The Committee appreciates your efforts in that regard.  We share with you the intent to give Gustavus the best possible value for their maintenance dollar.

Sincerely,

Kim Ney

Gustavus Road Maintenance Chair, on behalf of the Road Maintenance Committee

Cc:  
Wayne Howell, City Council Road Committee Liaison 


City Clerk

