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Proposed Substitute Ordinance 2017-0428.2, requiring a report and plan addressing staff retention and a staff reporting tool at the West Point Treatment Plant, passed out of committee on 11/1/2017 with a “do pass substitute” recommendation. The proposed substitute ordinance was amended in committee to remove duplicative language. 



SUBJECT

An ordinance requiring preparation of a report and plan addressing staff-related issues arising out of the West Point Independent Assessment Final Report, including retention of staff at the plant, and the development of a mechanism for anonymous reporting of operational issues by plant operators.

SUMMARY

Pursuant to Council Motion 14826 approved March 13, 2017, an Independent Assessment Final Report on the system failure that occurred at the West Point Treatment Plant was prepared and transmitted to Council on July 18, 2017. The Final Report was presented to the Regional Water Quality Committee at its September 6, 2017 meeting. The development of the Final Report relied, in part on input from staff and management of the Wastewater Treatment Division, including interviews with staff of the West Point Treatment Plant; those interviews were central to identification and analysis of issues.  The Final Report notes, among its findings, that retention of staff at the West Point Treatment Plant has been problematic.  Proposed Ordinance 2017-0428 provides for consideration of an ongoing confidential staff reporting tool, institutionalizing a means by which staff operational concerns can be conveyed to management.   It also provides for consideration of means to increase the retention of staff at the plant. 

BACKGROUND 

West Point Treatment Plant Independent Assessment Final Report
In response to the February 9, 2017 system failure that occurred at the West Point Treatment Plant, the Council approved Motion 14826, requiring an independent assessment of the causes and consequences of the system failure.  The Independent Assessment Final Report was transmitted to Council on July 18, 2017.  AECOM Technical Services, the selected contractor, conducted extensive interviews with West Point plant staff and other staff of the Division in definition and analysis of issues, and development of recommendations; staff were able to offer input based on their proximity to plant facilities and familiarity with plant operations.

Staff Reporting Tool   West Point employs 32 operators in four crews; each crew is led by a shift supervisor.  Plant staff perform a range of operational and maintenance tasks at the plant, and are in position to be aware of operational and safety conditions at the plant.  The Wastewater Treatment Division currently has in place a “safety line” by which staff may anonymously report concerns about specific safety conditions.  The line is not intended for broader operational concerns; it, or other existing systems could potentially be enhanced to allow for reporting such concerns.  A mechanism for communicating operational concerns which may have implications for plant or staff wellbeing, could potentially help to avoid facility problems that may result in events similar to the February 9 system failure at West Point.  

Staff Retention   The Independent Assessment Final Report includes a discussion of staff retention concerns.  It notes that 
“there is a general shortage of qualified wastewater operators.  Staff retention at West Point has been an ongoing issue.  The plant is not in an easy location for commuting, and the cost of living in the surrounding area is high…Between November 1, 2010 and November 19, 2013, West Point had a significant number of new hires compared to the South Plant and Brightwater Treatment Plants.  Some of this was because of retirement, resignations and terminations, but there has been a large number of transfers from West Point to one of the County’s other treatment plants.”  

“Loss of corporate memory is a potential problem with a lack of staff retention.  New employees receive training to understand the way a task is done, but not necessarily to understand why the task is done that way, the potential consequences of doing it differently, and how to detect and recover from undesired actions.”

Proposed Ordinance 2017-0428
Proposed Ordinance 2017-0428 requires the Executive to prepare a report with recommendations regarding: 
1) Means to develop an ongoing staff reporting tool by which staff can anonymously communicate suggestions or concerns to agency management regarding operational matters; and 
2) The identification of issues that result in problematic levels of staff retention at West Point.

The Executive would also be required to transmit a plan to implement the recommendations of the report, and an annual summary of suggestions and concerns received through the reporting tool.  Transmittal of the report and plan is required by February 15, 2017.  The annual summary of suggestions and concerns is due by February 15 of the year following the year they are received.
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