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ABSTRACT
Over the past six years, Union Sanitary District (USD) has implemented a comprehensive
Succession Planning and Long-Term Staffing Program for non-management staff through a joint
labor-management problem-solving process. USD’s approach differs from conventional models
in that the District partnered with the employees’ union and also focused on the replacement of
key, non-management individuals such as electricians, engineering technicians, operators,
mechanics, and administrative staff. These joint efforts have resulted in more than a dozen major
initiatives that are assisting the District to attract and retain well-qualified new staff members as
well as to capture valuable institutional and technical knowledge.
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INTRODUCTION
USD has a long history of working with its employees and Union to address organizational
issues. Therefore, it was in keeping with the organizational culture that in the five-year contract
negotiated between the District and SEIU Local 790 in 2001, a new section outlined a
cooperative process to address Long-Term Staffing. The agreement provided for labor and
management to 1.) become educated about long-term staffing and succession management issues
and strategies, and 2.) develop and implement a multi-year approach to address these issues. A
five-member, labor-management task force was appointed to carry out this important
assignment. The task force was comprised of two members of the executive management team,
the president and vice president of the Union, and the head of Human Resources. The task force
produced a report containing their analysis and multi-year recommendations to the District’s top
management team.
METHODOLOGY
The task force received both formal classroom training as well as education through pertinent
literature review and evaluation of critical data affecting succession planning at USD. The task
force developed two major products.
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The first was a “Long-Term Staffing Strategy” which identified the “driving forces” or
“triggering events” that would impact long-term staffing, including Board mandates, significant
regulatory events that would require an increase or decrease in staff; early retirement impacts, a
significant downturn in the economy, etc. The Long-Term Staffing Strategy (shown in Figure 1)
also demonstrated the link between the District’s strategic plan, succession planning for
management staff, employee development initiatives, work group needs and long-term staffing.
Figure 1 - Union Sanitary District’s Long-Term Staffing Strategy
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The second product was a “Decision Flowchart.” The purpose of this flowchart was to identify
the steps to be taken if a triggering event occurred; the actions the parties would take; and the
communication that would take place with all District employees. The Decision Flowchart also
identified a process for the biennial review of the driving forces for long-term staffing. The
Long-Term Staffing Decision Flowchart is shown in Figure 2 immediately below.
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Figure 2 – Long-Term Staffing Decision Flowchart
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Responding to Triggering Events
In 2003 the District’s top management team (the Executive Team) identified three triggering
events—potential increased retirements due to retirement program enhancements, the large
number of key non-management employees retiring in the next few years, and the potential
impact from the economic downturn in California and the local area—and requested that a joint
group be formed to follow the long-term staffing decision process described in Figure 2.
The Joint Group was comprised of labor and management leadership, including the General
Manager, a Work Group Manager, Union President and Vice President, the Human Resources
Administrator, and a professional staff member. The Task Force’s mission was to obtain input
from employees on what the employees viewed as critical succession planning elements and
trends in the industry that impact classified (Union-covered classifications) and professional,
non-management staff. This included identifying key staff members who might retire or separate
from the District in the next 3-5 years and key knowledge the District needs to retain after these
individuals leave.
Literature from professional publications and other wastewater agencies’ long-term staffing
initiatives were reviewed, along with the District’s overall demographic data, identification of
employees eligible to retire in the next five years, and the number of current employees who
were cross-trained to provide “back-up” in the event of the key employee’s retirement or
separation from the District. A survey of Plant Operators was also conducted to obtain
information directly from affected staff on retention and advancement issues.
A key method to gather critical information was the establishment of two focus groups--one from
the operations groups (treatment plan, collection system and maintenance) and the other from
administration (business, technical support, and customer service). Input was obtained from
representatives of each of the District’s 13 teams. The representatives met with their teams to
provide input to the Joint Group at the focus group meetings. They addressed the critical skills
the District is likely to lose in the next five years and the new skills the District is likely to need
in the next five years. Employees also shared their ideas on how to address the issues of
retention, recruitment, and skill development.
Some of the significant findings included:
•
•

•

Identification of specific individuals whose knowledge was considered of great value to
the employees. A succession plan was ultimately developed for each of these individuals.
Operational techniques or unique knowledge about equipment, underground utilities or
electrical circuitry that were not on paper but held by some individual employees, whose
loss to USD would result in a loss of that knowledge—unless steps were taken to ensure
knowledge transfer.
Ideas on how to capture and document knowledge from retiring employees.
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RESULTS
Five Categories of Critical Need Identified
In their 2004 report to the Executive Team, the task force identified five categories of critical
needs:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Develop a More Formal Plan for Staffing
Attract Skilled Employees
Retain, Develop, and Replace Skilled Employees
Capture and Document Information in a Way That’s Accessible When Needed
Capture and Transfer Critical Knowledge

A consistent format was developed for addressing each of these critical needs and for each set of
recommendations.
•

The areas where the need was deemed most critical and/or the classifications most
affected by this need were listed and categorized in terms of criticality (a = critical, b =
very important, c = important) and the timeframe for addressing this critical need (within
12 months, 13-36 months, or 37-60 months) was specified.

•

Strategies that were working and should continue and/or be expanded were identified.

•

Additional approaches for addressing each need were recommended. A timeframe for the
possible implementation of each approach was provided, using the same criteria as were
applied to the affected classifications.

In the remainder of this paper each of the critical needs is discussed, along with key activities,
programs, and new initiatives the District has undertaken to address each of these needs. Many
key long-term staffing issues were addressed during the recent negotiations with SEIU Local
1021, which resulted in a 5 & ½ year contract that expires October 31, 2012.
Critical Need: Planning
The Task Force recommended that succession planning and long-term staffing be emphasized in
the District’s strategic planning documents. In 2007 the Executive Team developed a three-year
strategic plan that recognized that workforce management is a critical issue that has to be
addressed and devotes more of the District’s resources to succession planning and long-term
staffing. These efforts will be discussed under each of the relevant critical needs, including
activities to identify future staffing needs and to develop a new document management program
to capture agreements from past planning efforts.
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Critical Need: Attract Skilled Employees
In addition to the classifications most affected by this need, the Task Force identified what was
working currently and should be continued and/or expanded. Note that many of the benefits and
programs described below also address retaining and replacing skilled employees.
Maintaining Competitive Salaries, Benefits, & Working Conditions
Competitive Salaries
To ensure that the District has competitive salaries, a comprehensive joint labor-management
salary survey of all benchmarked union-covered classifications was undertaken in 2006 as part of
contract negotiations with SEIU Local 790 (now Local 1021). The District’s goal is for our
salaries to be at the 75% level benchmark in comparison with like agency salaries. The survey
results showed that the classified salaries were substantially below that target.
Out of a total of 45 classifications, 22 classifications required equity adjustments over the 3%
across-the-board salary increase. These equity adjustments ranged from less than 1% to more
than 9% additional compensation to the base pay in order to make District salaries competitive.
Another survey will be completed prior to March, 2010 in order to determine whether all District
salaries have met the 75% benchmark. If they have not, additional equity adjustments will be
made in the final two years of the contract, which is in effect until October 31, 2012.
Plant Operator Compensation Initiatives
Additionally, because of the difficulty in recruiting journey-level Plant Operators several
changes were made to the salary structure.
1. Night shift differential was raised to 12%, up from 7%.
2. A salary increase for journey-level Plant Operators is possible after 6 months based on
excellent performance, rather than after one full year of employment.
3. As part of the Plant Operator III Trainee program, which will be described in detail
below, Trainees receive a step increase when they pass the Grade II State Water
Resources Control Board exam, 5% when they obtain the Grade II license and pass the
District’s Plant Operator II competency standards, another 5% for passing the Grade III
test, and a final 5% on promotion to Plant Operator III and passing the PO III
competency standards.
4. A proposal to create three additional salary steps (steps 6, 7, and 8) for Plant Operator III
will be evaluated by a joint labor-management group in 2009, in conjunction with the Job
Competency Program, to be described later in this paper.
Alternate Compensation Program
Additional compensation is available to classified employees through the Alternate
Compensation Program. This program was developed by a joint labor-management task force
using interest-based problem-solving methods. The parties agreed that $50,000 would be
allocated annually to provide monetary awards to employees or groups of employees that
establish and meet planned goals for activities that provide a benefit to the District, or that go
“over and above” their routine work to benefit the District, its customers, or employees. The key
relationship between the Alternate Compensation Program and the goal of attracting (and
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retaining) classified employees is that the program provides a vehicle to reward unionized
employees beyond the traditional, five-step salary range for performance that is “over and
above” that required by their class description.
Pay-for-Performance Plan
Professional, confidential and management employees’ merit-based compensation consists of
base pay up to 105% of the top step for the salary and additional lump sum merit-based pay
based on meeting District, work group, and individual goals.
Educational Reimbursement Program
The maximum educational reimbursement was raised from $1,000 per year to $2500 in 2008,
increasing to $3,000 in 2012, after which the reimbursement will be indexed to inflation. In
addition, the District will now provide interest-free educational loans up to $3,000. These
additional benefits were established to demonstrate the District’s commitment to the long-term
employee development and growth.
Alternate Staffing Program
This program allows employees to promote to high-level, related job classifications as skills,
competencies and certifications are obtained and to receive a 5% or greater increase through the
promotion.
Healthcare & Retiree Medical Benefits Enhancements
The District will increase the maximum District payment for medical, dental and vision care
benefits by 10% per year to a total of over $2000 per month for an employee with two or more
dependents effective January, 2012.
The District’s contribution to retiree medical insurance will increase from up to $300 per month
currently across-the-board to a tiered approach (which is also a retention incentive). In 2008, an
employee with 10 years service will receive up to $300, with 15 years of service, $350, and with
20 years of service, $400. In 2010, the amounts are $300, $400, and $500, respectively.
Working Conditions
The District offers flexible work schedules of five 8-hour days, a “9/80” schedule, four 10 and 12
hours, depending on District and customer needs, the work of the team, and staff coverage.
Union Sanitary District offers a team-based, collaborative culture that encourages employee
participation and leadership.
Creating New, Untapped Pools of Applicants
Plant Operator III Trainee Program
To attract candidates from outside the wastewater treatment field, the District developed and
implemented a Plant Operator III Trainee program, which will be described in detail in the next
section of this paper.
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Critical Need: Retain, Develop, and Replace Skilled Employees
Plant Operator III Trainee Program
Like every wastewater operation in the state of California, Union Sanitary District has been
experiencing a shortage of candidates to fill journey-level operator vacancies. The demand is
simply much greater than the available pool of qualified operators. Therefore, in 2003 USD
created an aggressive new training program to bring plant operator candidates to the District and
train them to pass the Grade III state operator certification exam and to meet the District’s
competency standards for Plant Operator III within 24 months.
The Plant Operator III Trainee Program provides a unique opportunity for people outside the
wastewater field who have sufficient educational background to sit for (and pass) the state exam
and become journey-level operators, all within 24 months from date of hire. The District has the
assurance that the successful candidate will be at the journey-level within two years, which was
not the case in the past when a candidate could remain a PO I for up to three years and was not
required to advance beyond Plant Operator II.
The PO III Trainee Program is also different from the standard operator training program in that
a Trainee does not have “property rights” with the District until he/she becomes a fully qualified
Plant Operator III. There is no classification of “Plant Operator III Trainee;” candidates move
through the Plant Operator I, II, and into the Plant Operator III salary scales as they progress
through the program. Furthermore, before hire the new PO III Trainee must sign an agreement in
which the conditions for continued employment with the District are spelled out. If the Trainee
has not passed the Grade III state exam within the first 18 months or does not meet the
competency standards within 24 months, then his/her employment is terminated.
This program has greatly opened up the pool of available candidates. While we do still receive
applications for the PO III Trainee Program from qualified Plant Operator I’s or II’s from other
agencies, most of the Plant Operator III Trainees have come from outside the wastewater field
entirely. They hear about our opening on craigslist more often than on the California Water
Environment Association website.
Since April, 2003 when the first recruitment was completed, 10 Trainees have gone through the
program. Of these ten, one Trainee is now Plant Operator III with a Grade IV certificate; four
other Trainees have their Grade III certification and three of the four have passed their Grade III
competency standards and are Plant Operator III’s; one is at the sub-journey level and one is a
new OIT. Of the remaining four participants, one candidate did not pass probation for work
habits issues; one did not pass the Grade III certification exam; one Trainee who was progressing
through the program and had passed the Grade III exam was hired by a consulting engineering
firm; and one Trainee left for a position much closer to his home. While District staff must put a
substantial amount of resources into this program, we believe the effort has yielded excellent
results and has brought some talented new people into the plant operations field.
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Other Grow-Your-Own Efforts
As with Plant Operators, the District is finding it increasingly difficult to successfully recruit for
mechanics, engineering technicians, and environmental compliance inspectors, among other
positions. Therefore, the District is either creating new classifications or hiring at the lowest level
in a class series (e.g., Engineering Technician I rather than Engineering Technician II, which is
journey-level, or Engineering Technician III, which is the technical specialist classification). We
have created the classification of Utility Worker, which is alternately staffed with Mechanic I
and Mechanic II, so that a Utility Worker who demonstrates the knowledge, skills, and abilities
of Mechanic I and has been with the District at least two years can promote to Mechanic I
without going through a competitive process.
Job Competency Training Program
The District has undertaken an ambitious program comprised of a system used to train and
qualify/certify employees in the effective performance of their duties.
The goals of the program are to:
• Maintain District expertise by providing fully qualified employees who have met or
exceeded the minimum standards for performance of routine duties
• Promote initiative and responsibility by providing the trainee with specific objectives,
job-relevant training requirements, and a list of readily available references and
resources
• Standardize the qualification process by detailing the skills necessary to effectively
perform a specific task
The program includes:
1. Job Competency Requirement
2. Standard Answers
3. Standard Operating Procedures
4. Peer-to-Peer Training
5. Competency Assessment
A Job Competency Requirement (JCR) is the minimum knowledge and skills that an individual
must demonstrate to perform specific routine duties necessary for the safety, security, and/or
proper operation of District equipment and systems.
In Plant Operations JCR’s, Standard Answers, Standard Operating Procedures, Peer-to-Peer
Training, and Competency Assessments have been completed for the aeration blower,
dewatering building, SCADA, influent pumping, primary sedimentation, electrical power
distribution, secondary treatment, effluent pumping, and several other processes. More than 140
SOP’s have been created and/or updated. Nine modules have been delivered in a classroom
setting. All twelve modules are scheduled to be completed in September, 2007. The next steps
will be a gap analysis in Operations and development of individual training plans. Plant
Operations will also be working with IT on elements of the document management system.
In Collection Services, training modules have been developed for the vactor truck, trouble calls,
spills, point repairs, TV inspection field data entry/operation and maintenance, and several other

Copyright © 2007 Water Environment Federation. All Rights Reserved

8342

WEFTEC®.07

processes. Maintenance has just begun this work and has staff assigned to work with the
Technical Training Coordinator to develop training modules on the force main, engine
generators, pump station maintenance, and so on.
These efforts represent a significant District commitment of staff time and resources. The
commitment to a robust training program has been made because it is an integral part of
successfully “growing our own,” whether they are plant operators, mechanics, or technicians.
Administrative Skill Development Plans
On a pilot program basis in FY 2008, one or two teams will develop a Skill Development Plan
(SDP). The teams will perform the following tasks in order to implement the Skill Development
Plan. They will:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Select a critical process to focus on
Identify tasks and steps of each process
Identify the technical, interpersonal/team, and business/administrative knowledge, skills
and/or abilities (KSA’s) needed to successfully perform the tasks
Determine the level and depth of skills needed in accordance with the definitions
provided
Assess the current level of each team member’s KSA’s for each process
Determine the gap between the current and the required level of KSA’s to successfully
perform the work
Establish a Skill Development Plan with goals and outcomes that are specific and
observable
Implement the SDP
Assess the effectiveness and value of the SDP

Non-Management Promotional Tracks
USD is a “flat” organization, with few non-management lead positions and no middle
management. Therefore, it is very important, when there is demonstrated District need, to create
non-management promotional tracks with positions that offer the potential for greater earnings
and more challenging projects. Recently, a non-supervisory Principal Engineer classification was
created to provide promotional opportunities to highly experienced Senior Engineers.
Maintenance and Wastewater Operations has had the District’s only Planner/Scheduler
classification, which is a non-management, very responsible position. Collection Services is now
creating a Planner/Scheduler for their work group.
Technical Training Operator is a new classification that is being developed to support the Job
Competency Training Program described above. This new class will be responsible for
researching, developing, documenting, and revising the content of competency-based training
modules for a wide range of topics related to the operation and maintenance of the District’s
wastewater treatment plant. The incumbent will also develop and review SOP’s, develop lesson
plans and conduct training, and perform job competency assessments. The Technical Training
Operator will also fulfill the role of a Plant Operator III on an as-needed basis in order to keep
technical skills current or to meet plant operational needs.
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Critical Need: Capture and Document Information in a Way That’s Accessible When
Needed
Document Management System
The goal of the document management system is implementation of a District-wide Electronic
Content Management system (ECM) that is easy for everyone in the organization to use to
search, retrieve, organize, and manage documents; can securely share content internally and
externally; and that integrates with existing applications to manage electronic and paper content
for the District by September 2008.
Additional components of the document management system will be to:
• Implement an Enterprise Content Management (ECM) system to securely store and
manage documents and records important to the District in a central location.
• Implement an easy-to-use solution for scanning paper documents into the ECM system
then routing these documents within the system.
• Automate existing paper document processes by converting these processes to electronic
workflow processes for improved tracking, standardized processes, and a reduction in the
time it takes to complete a process.
• Decentralize the process of publishing and updating content on the intranet website.
• Configure the ECM system to securely access and work on documents collaboratively
We believe that implementation of this system will address many of the critical needs that were
identified in the 2004 long-term staffing report. Many of the task force’s recommendations have
already been implemented, such as documentation of treatment plant utilities and expanded
utilization of GIS to document plant utilities.
Critical Need: Capture and Transfer Knowledge
Cross-training
Since the 2004 Long-term Staffing Task Force report to the Executive Team was completed, a
number of changes have occurred that enhanced efforts to cross-train employees.
In 2005 and 2006 pilot projects were initiated with key employees who were retiring and their
supervisors (coaches). Each employee and supervisor (e.g., the Senior Plan Checker, the Lead
Electrician) developed a plan for the employee’s replacement that included ideas on a hiring
strategy, identification of what needed to be transferred, methods for capturing and transferring
knowledge and a process to measure success.
Besides obtaining important information to transfer to the new employee, the pilot projects
resulted in cross-training of not only the replacement employee (if that person was already at the
District) but also in some cases of other team members so that they could provide some level of
back-up as well.
The goal is to have institutional knowledge that is “2 & ½ deep,” which means that there are at
least two employees who can perform each job well and another employee who can “pinch-hit”
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in a crisis. In addition to the cross-training by the retiring Senior Plan Checker, cross-training
efforts have taken place in Accounting, Purchasing and Warehousing, and Customer Service.
Mentoring
A number of first-line supervisors have been appointed in the last 18 months, and in order to
provide them with the information they need and to transfer knowledge to them on a variety of
organizational issues, Human Resources has developed an Orientation and Coaching Program for
New Coaches that was implemented in December, 2006. Topics include instruction on key labor
relations concepts and issues and on management and Union rights and responsibilities;
performance management, including the basics of effective documentation; the Coach’s role in
safety and workers’ compensation; information about the District’s training program; and
organization and team issues. Implementation has been on an individual basis, with the key HR,
safety and other providers of the orientation meeting with the new Coach and his/her Work
Group Manager.
Next Steps
New triggering events led the Executive Team to bring the issue of long-term staffing to the Joint
Labor-Management Committee again in 2007, as well as the fact it was time for the regular
review of long-term staffing to be undertaken.
A task force comprised of one member of the Executive Team, one Coach, the Human Resources
Administrator, an unclassified staff member, and four classified employees appointed by the
Union, was convened in May, 2007. The General Manager came to the first meeting to provide
background information and direction to the task force. The GM indicated that there are several
reasons for a new assessment:
1. USD’s turnover rate is relatively high (influenced in part by commute distances, fewer
qualified candidates in the market, more competition for these scarcer employee
resources)
2. Increased public expectation for government agencies to perform well
3. Continuing need to build leadership skills of current employees and to transfer
knowledge from retiring/separating employees
As was the case with the 2004 task force, the current joint group is to complete a report with
recommendations that will (first) be presented to the Executive Team and then to the JLMC. In
addition, all employees will receive relevant information.
Following review of past long-term staffing efforts, the Task Force is in the process of
identifying data needed and how to obtain it, how to obtain input from employees and teams and,
and what strategies and initiatives might be used to continue to meet the District’s long-term
staffing needs. Union Sanitary District employees at all levels have a long tradition of taking
action through joint problem-solving. The all-important issue of succession planning and longterm staffing is no exception and the efforts of this latest task force will no doubt yield a number
of new initiatives and District programs.
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