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COUNTY OF MILWAUKEE
INTEROFFICE COMMUNICATION


DATE:	August 11, 2016

TO:	Michael Mayo, Sr., Chairperson, Transportation, Public Works & Transit Committee

FROM:	Brian Dranzik, Director, Department of Transportation

SUBJECT:	Transit Operations, Workers Compensation, Family Medical Leave and Employee Morale

POLICY

The Chairperson of the Transportation, Public Works and Transit Committee requested a report on transit operations, Worker’s Compensation, Family Medical Leave and employee morale.

BACKGROUND

The Milwaukee County Transit System (MCTS) employs over 1,000 individuals, many of which are represented by the Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU) Local #998, and to a lesser extent the Office Professionals Employees International Union (OPEIU) Local #35.  The majority of employees (750) are bus operators, who report to work at three different transit stations or depots.  MCTS also employs a large number of mechanics (165).  Rules and regulations pertaining to work performed by represented staff are negotiated and made available to each employee.

MCTS Management understands the importance of being supportive of all employees especially the front line workers that interact with our customers, and maintain the large fleet of transit vehicles.  Transit employees are called upon to work long hours when situations demand it.  MCTS operates through snow storms, and provides a respite for residents forced from their homes during building fires, as well as takes thousands of passengers to and from Brewers Games, State Fair and the Maier Festival Grounds during each day of the world’s largest music festival and the many other lakefront festivals.

Transit Operations

Our employees feel a strong commitment to serve the community in which they live.  We operate 365 days a year, nearly 24 hours each day.  Our fleet of over 400 buses travel over 18 million miles each year, serving 39 million passengers with a supply of 1.4 million annual bus hours of service.  

The mission of MCTS is to provide reliable, convenient and safe public transportation services that efficiently and effectively meet the varied travel needs of the community and contribute to its quality of life.  Being a mission driven organization helps our employees maintain high expectations for quality delivery of customer services, reliability, and safety in operations.  Since hundreds of transit buses are in operation every day, accidents involving vehicles occur about once each 50,000 miles.  Often these accidents are caused by other drivers.  When an accident does occur that results in injury to an employee, we closely follow Worker’s Compensation rules established by the State of Wisconsin.

Worker’s Compensation

In 2015, MCTS followed Milwaukee County’s lead and contracted with County Mutual as a third-party administrator of Worker’s Compensation.  Injured employees report incidents to a claim adjuster with County Mutual.  There are about 7 new cases each month resulting in 80 to 90 claims per year.  A claim adjuster reviews each case carefully, engages medical expertise when necessary, and renders a decision regarding compensability following best practices in the Worker’s Compensation industry.  Medical experts can be called in for a second opinion, and surveillance may be used when situations arise that warrant such action.  

Denials occur, but are rare. Only about 10% of alleged work related injuries are considered non-compensatory. Complaints from employees about County Mutual have occasionally been filed with MCTS. Investigations of these complaints has identified disagreement about the compensability of an injury as the primary source of discontent.  

Family Medical Leave

Sometimes an employee is injured or becomes ill outside of work.  If the injury or illness is considered a serious medical condition an employee can request to be absent from work under protections afforded by the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA).  Under FMLA, an employee can be excused from work for up to 12 weeks each year for their own serious medical condition or that of a relative.

In January 2016, MCTS entered a contract with FMLA Source to assist us in managing family medical leave requests.  Family medical leave can be taken for a specified period of time, such as the duration needed for an employee to recover from a broken bone or surgery.  Under FMLA, intermittent leave is also available for episodic illnesses, some examples of which include migraine headaches, asthma attacks, etc.  When an employee is ill and unable to work, we require the employee to notify their supervisor so that we can assign their work to a substitute operator.  We also require that the employee contact FMLA Source, when applicable so that they can keep track of an individual employee’s approved leave from work.

Transitioning to FMLA Source earlier this year was not without its difficulties.  The business of transit is different from that of many of the other customers of FMLA Source.  For example, we have rotating days off, and daily work assignments that can include split shifts or runs that are routinely longer than 8 hours.  FMLA Source has been modifying their systems to help root out errors in the records that they are maintaining for MCTS and its employees.

As an employer, MCTS should know when an employee is unavailable from work, the reason for an employee’s absence, and when the employee expects to be able to return to work.  MCTS continues to communicate this expectation with its employees.  MCTS has asked for assistance from ATU in communicating this fact with their members and other call-in changes.  A special training session was provided at the union hall for ATU officials back in March 2016.  

Employee Morale

Working in a large organization can be difficult.  Employees can feel like they are disconnected from the organization because of its size, and miss the personal interaction that is more readily available at smaller employers.  Building and maintaining morale is an important job for middle managers.  In turn, they need the support of upper management to be effective.  In 2016, MCTS has taken steps to provide support of middle managers and their direct reports, our front line workers.  A key to these efforts and each of the following initiatives is communication.
 
Mentoring

MCTS managers know that being an operator can be challenging, especially for younger, less experienced individuals.  We value our employees and want them to be happy and satisfied with their chosen career.  Based upon the recommendation of a station supervisor, select new employees that are the subject of progressive discipline have been afforded an opportunity to retain their employment provided that they participate in routine check-ins with their supervisor and/or other long-time transit managers (mentors) with many years of experience, both behind the wheel of a bus, and as leaders in the organization.

MCTS mentors know that individual support may be necessary to help an employee balance demands placed on them by work and family.  Mentors convey an understanding of the pressures that can be on a new employee, while also emphasizing the value of a stable job with a family supporting wage.  Mentoring is private and structured to meet the specific needs of the individual. MCTS is proud of the mentoring program and view it as a reflection of the resources that we are committed to making available, if needed.

MCTS Excellence

The vast majority of bus operator do an excellent job.  They build a successful career for themselves in transit.  Excellent employees value the position, understand that they can have a positive impact on the community each and every day and put the needs of their passengers first.  This service oriented approach to a career results in about 800 commendations from riders/public each year.  In turn, MCTS management acknowledges a job well done with written commendation letters customized to each individual good deed and hand-signed by the Managing Director or Chief Operations Officer.  Occasionally, we have shared the good deeds of bus operators with local media and on social media, which helps to further demonstrate the value of transit to the larger community.

By highlighting examples of MCTS excellence, the organization is focusing on providing support for good employees rather than focusing too many of our efforts on disciplining poor performers.  However, we need to also continue to acknowledge that when truly excellent employees witness a very small percentage of operators bending the rules to their own benefit, and not being held accountable for their attendance, safety and customer service, it negatively impacts the morale of the vast majority of the work force.  To help build and maintain morale, MCTS management has a responsibility to hold employees accountable.  

Communication plays a big role in how we interact with employees.  From one-on-one informal interaction between an employee and their supervisor, to written letters of commendation, it is important to communicate with our employees about the good job that they are doing.  One of the more formal ways in which we communicate with employees is through an annual performance review.  

Annual Performance Review

MCTS asks that its bus operators participate in an annual performance review so that they can understand where they are doing well and the areas in which they may need to improve.  Some operators refuse to meet with their supervisors, and express no interest in where they may improve.  Many times, these are the employees that have been disciplined over and over again for the same type of infraction.  These individuals have demonstrated that they are unable or unwilling to change and improve their performance.  To lift morale for the majority of employees, MCTS may exercise job-ending actions that ultimately help these individuals to find a career that is more to their liking.

Re-Connect Program

At times, MCTS will demonstrates its support for operators by reaching out in a proactive and positive manner.  Recently, MCTS began to hold re-connect meetings at which new and veteran operators from all three stations are brought together to share ideas, help each other manage their careers effectively, and hopefully gain more satisfaction from their jobs in transit.  

These meetings provide bus operators with an opportunity to talk about their challenges, concerns, and how we as an organization can help support them better.  Re-connect helps to send the message that MCTS management is not just here to discipline them, rather we are here to support the work that they do on the front lines each day.  These sessions began in June 2016 and have been very successful.  Employees are engaged in the process and conclude each session with very positive reviews of the facilitators (MCTS managers) and the program as a whole.  

Critical Incidents Response Program

This year, MCTS established a program to help operators deal with and better understand traumatic events they may have experienced while on the job.  Station personnel from all three stations have been carefully selected to reach out to operators that have unfortunately been exposed to a difficult incident/event while on the job.  MCTS Management want operators to know that they are not alone and that many of the staff here understand what they’re experiencing.

Critical Incident Responders will call on a regular basis just to check-in with operators that may need someone to talk to after a serious incident.  The responders are just there to listen.  They understand that an Employee Assistance Program (EAP) is available for more advanced support if needed but prefer to provide support for their co-workers through informal, supportive, interaction and communication.

Training and Employee Development

A more traditional way in which MCTS supports its employees is through training and development. This is especially true in the Maintenance Department where the near constant evolution of buses and on-board equipment and technology requires a commitment to learning.  There are many eager learners among the ranks of MCTS mechanics, and managers foster this desire to learn by conducting in-house training sessions, and by bringing in vendors and industry experts to train staff in the latest techniques, tools and equipment.  The more our employees know, the more empowered they are to trouble-shoot problems, and make good decisions about solutions that aid in keeping transit service highly reliable to the public.  

In Conclusion

MCTS is a large employer that takes a mission driven approach to motivating its workforce.  As an organization we strive to providing transit services that are reliable, convenient and safe.  MCTS managers value a high level of communication with our employees.  We strive to be supportive of employees that have chosen a career in transit.  We owe it to our excellent employees to hold under-performers accountable for doing a poor job.  MCTS managers can be mentors, and good listeners as we strive to improve the organization as a whole through empowering our employees. Simply put, we value our employees and recognize that our success as an organization is highly dependent upon their success as individuals in their chosen career in transit.  


RECOMMENDATION

This Report is for Informational Purposes Only.


Prepared by:    Dan Boehm, Managing Director, MCTS

Approved by:

__________________________________		
  Brian Dranzik					
  Director, Department of Transportation		

cc:	Chris Abele, Milwaukee County Executive
Theodore Lipscomb, Sr., Chairman, County Board of Supervisors
	Kelly Bablitch, Chief of Staff, County Board of Supervisors
	Raisa Koltun, Chief of Staff, Milwaukee County Executive Chris Abele


