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Remember the successful TV program “Undercover Boss”?

Jonathan Gano, public works director of Des 
Moines, Iowa, invokes an unusual twist to 
that idea.

Gano, who moved to Des Moines two years 
ago to take his current job, had been working 
in the public works �eld for a decade in Mis-
souri and explained his personal adaption of 
the popular show.

“Early in my public works career, I bor-
rowed a learning technique from the Army,” 
began Gano, a civil engineering graduate 
of the United States Military Academy in 
West Point, N.Y., who later earned a master’s 
degree in engineering management from the 
University of Missouri at Rolla.

Called a Right-Seat-Ride, it is a training 
and observation opportunity for a peer-to-
peer exchange by shadowing someone, quite 
literally riding in the right side of their truck 
while they go about their duties.

“I started doing the same thing with my 
public works crews, riding in the right-side 
seat and following along for the day. We’ve 
all seen this before, the boss jumps into a 
crew, poses for a photo op, grips and grins, 
and goes back to the o�ce, never to be seen 
again. �e boss feels like they’ve done their 
duty to join in with the �eld crew and get their 
hands dirty.”

Gano continued, “What I do di�erently 
is that I go back again and again and again. 
Every two to three weeks, I join a di�erent 
work group for a day’s work in the �eld. It 
takes me almost an entire year to get through 
each work group in the department. Kind of 
like ‘Undercover Boss,’ just not undercover.”

Gano insisted that he be treated just “like 
an extra, if unskilled, pair of hands,” rather 
than “a dog and pony show.”

He would just rather join the day’s 
work, said Gano, adding that doing so had 

presented him with a tremendous variety of 
experiences.

“I have patched potholes, set barricades, 
poured concrete, rolled asphalt, jack-ham-
mered sidewalks, replaced tra�c signals, 
scooped up roadkill, repaired sewage mixers, 
torched thermoplastic, wired up controllers, 
jet-vacced sewers, spliced �ber optic cable, 
sampled wastewater, emptied trashcans, 
chipped brush, mowed grass, planted trees, 
dug a grave — quite literally, all kinds of really 
cool stu�,” he said.

“My advice to public works leaders across 
the country: Take o� the suit and tie, put on 
your safety vest, grab your gloves and go to 
work with your people. I lead a workgroup of 
almost 400 men and women resourced with 
$120 million per year in a city of over 200,000; 
there’s plenty of demands on my time, and I 
could spend it going from meeting to meeting 

like many busy public works professionals, 
solving problems and making policies, etc., 
feeling like I couldn’t a�ord this much time 
out and about — but you make time for what’s 
important. Your sta� will get to know you as 
a person and vice versa. You will get to see 
and do things that you’d never encounter 
otherwise.”

�ere are two watchwords that inform all 
of Gano’s interactions: dignity and respect. “I 
endeavor to treat every person with dignity 
and respect. In turn, I require that in return 
from everybody in my workgroup, not just 
with me but with each other.”

Gano — who is married with four kids 
and enjoys reading, running and play-
ing the guitar — traced his career from 
commencement.

“After graduating from the military acad-
emy, I was commissioned into the U.S. Army 

by BARB SIEMINSKI | �e Municipal

Jonathan Gano 
puts his overalls on

Jonathan Gano

Jonathan Gano, second from right, is pictured at a panel discussion on water quality in 
the landscape upstream from Des Moines, Iowa. He is joined by with farmers who are 
active conservation partners and a Des Moines City Council member. (Photo provided)
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as an engineer o�cer,” said Gano. “I spent eight years on active duty 
with assignments in Europe and the U.S. I served as a platoon leader 
and maintenance o�cer in a combat engineer battalion. Later I com-
manded an engineering company and a recruiting company.

“In 2004, I started work in the public works department of the city 
of Spring�eld as the operations manager of the streets division. After 
a few years, I advanced to be the superintendent of streets and a few 
years after that to the position of assistant director of public works. 
I served in that capacity for four years before starting here in Des 
Moines.”

Asked how he happened to “fall” into public works, Gano said a 
good friend of his was working in the public works department in 
Spring�eld where he was living while job searching at the twilight of 
his military career.

“�eir operations manager had just retired and he recommended 
the position to me,” said Gano. “As a military o�cer, I was a good �t 
for the job because of both a technical engineering background and 
I brought experience with leading large work groups.”

�e late Phil Broyles, P.E., was Gano’s most important career mentor.
“Phil hired me into my �rst position in public works and maintained 

a weekly leadership role with me for the next nine years until his 
untimely passing,” said Gano. “Of the many important lessons that I 
learned from him, I’ll never forget that he always made an extra e�ort 
to make each coworker feel valued not just for their work, but also for 
who they were as a person — everybody is important. Rarely was he 
found without a smile and a kind word for anybody he encountered.”

Gano is an active member of the American Public Works Associa-
tion who has also served as a leader in the Missouri chapter of the 
APWA, culminating with a term as the chapter president and earning 
recognition from the national association as the 2010 Young Leader 
of the Year. Additionally, he is a member of the Water Environment 
Federation and the Solid Waste Association of North America and the 
American Water Works Association’s committee to develop standards 
for storm water utilities. �ese involvements have also helped guide 
his public works career.

“I have also had the fortune to have been mentored by another con-
summate public works professional, Larry Stevens, P.E. We’d been 
introduced while he was serving the APWA as a regional director and 
I was in the Missouri chapter as a director. His advice and mentorship 
through the APWA Public Works Executive Certi�cate Program has 
been invaluable.”

Gano and his crew are currently undertaking some interesting proj-
ects, most notably a $111 million �ood mitigation project.

“Des Moines is a river town. Sitting at the con�uence of the Des 
Moines River and the Raccoon River, there is almost 10,000 square 
miles of the most productive and heavily cultivated farmland in the 
world upstream from Des Moines. �e city is protected by 21 miles of 
levees and has experienced major �ooding three times in the last 25 
years. �e most famous, or infamous, �ood in 1993 left the 500,000 
people without drinking water for two weeks. Subsequent �oods have 
overtopped levees and the city has sustained major damage in recent 
memory from �ooding.

“We are working on a $111 million �ood mitigation project to raise the 
height of our levees, lift bridges out of the �oodway, �ood harden the 
wastewater treatment plant and improve �oodwall closures through-
out the downtown.” He added, “But this will be the last time we raise 
the levees and bridges. �e next generation of �ood control will be 
out in the landscape. �is is the next big future project I’m working 
on now.” 

Public works employees continue sewer cleaning using pipe jet-
ting. (Photo provided)

Des Moines workers complete a pump station valve replacement. 
(Photo provided)
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transportation and planning for bicycle lanes, spoke about the city’s 
bicycle infrastructure.

When asked why it has become such a priority for the city, Amsden 
said, “�ere’s a lot of ways to answer that question.”

He cited providing a better option for a low-cost form of transpor-
tation, attracting families and attracting employers large and small. 
Chicago has seen a large growth in the tech industry, according to 
Amsden, and they’ve said they want their employees to have the 
opportunity to walk or bike to work. �ere’s also a huge health ben-
e�t to bicycling, and it’s creating safer cities by slowing tra�c down.

When asked how a city can insert bike lanes into existing streets 
that may already be overcrowded, Amsden said, “Every street is dif-
ferent so every bike lane is di�erent.” He added it’s a matter of talking 
to members of the community to ascertain what challenges exist in 
the area and what sort of bike lanes would work best.

Some of the things to take into consideration are the width of the 
street and whether it can be done as the street is or is there a need to 
take out travels lanes or parking lanes? Do you have to do just a striped 
lane instead of a protected bike lane? Amsden said he doesn’t neces-
sarily think any one type of lane is safer than another.

“Our goal really is to organize tra�c as best as we possibly can by 
providing dedicated space,” he said. “But data shows when you put 
in bike lanes crashes go down making it safer for riders, walkers 
and drivers.”

Amsden said even more important the protected lanes provide 
a comfortable and enjoyable space. He said as bike ridership has 
increased in Chicago the number of crashes have gone down.

“�ere’s safety in numbers,” he said.
But how are the bike lanes working? Some cyclists in other cities 

have expressed frustration that the bike lanes are not being kept 
clear — often blocked by parked cars or dumpsters.

Amsden said it does happen. “We de�nitely hear about it,” he said, 
and through communication education and enforcement, they strive 

to take care of the problem. �ey have bike ambassadors who are 
in the communities, and the city is dedicating a 311 code to report if 
someone is parked in the bike lanes. Amsden said they want to use 
the information as a prevention tool to determine trouble spots rather 
than for immediate punitive action. Amsden said Chicago has been 
experiencing a strong development boom. As a result, in 2016 they 
started updating rules and regulations so if a contractor has a dump-
ster in a bicycle lane they have to provide a clearly marked detour.

Bike sharing and funding
Michael Ca�ey said one of the biggest bene�ts for bicycling in Chicago 
was launched about four years ago: the city’s bike sharing program 
called Divvy. �e city has over 5,000 Divvy bikes — nearly 6,000 in 
the program as it’s expanded to Evanston and Oak Park — and about 
580 solar-powered docking stations. Initially, it was partially funded 
through grants that promote economic recovery, reduce tra�c con-
gestion and improve air quality. Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Illinois 
is a sponsor of the program, investing $2.5 million annually for bikes, 
ride share stations, education and outreach programs through the 
bike ambassadors.

“We’ve had 10 million rides since 2013 under the bike share program,” 
Ca�ey said.

Amsden and Ca�ey said those using the bike share program include 
“a whole gamut of folks — young and old, residents and tourists — it’s 
a great mix of people.”

To participate in the Divvy program, cyclists can purchase a 
24-hour pass for $9.95 or an annual membership pass for $99. �e 
passes get unlimited amounts of 30-minute rides; rides going over 
the time limit are charged an additional fee. �ey’ve also kicked o� a 
D4E program — Divvy for Everyone — which gives a one-time annual 
membership for $5 to qualifying residents and allows a cash option 
for paying any additional fees. �e D4E program discounts the mem-
bership for the second year with a goal of full membership by the 
third year.

Chicago has used a variety of funding methods to pay for its 
infrastructure. Amsden said they’ve been very successful with the 
payments from the Divvy program as well as from federal grants, Tax 
Incremental Funds and general bond money.

“�ere’s been a lot of research that shows that investing in biking and 
hiking goes a long way in economic development — even low-cost 
investments pays o� big,” Amsden said.

Cambridge, Mass.
Cambridge was number eight on the 2016 bike cities list, and it was 
listed for several reasons, including the “street teams” deployed 
to meet non-biking residents in the places they live, work, shop 
and exercise.

In 2016 44 percent of bike commuters were female, which Bicy-
cling magazine considers an indicator of a bike-friendly community 
because it indicates safety, and Cambridge had the highest percent-
age of female bicyclist of all cities named in the top ten. 

The Western Avenue Cycletrack in Cambridge, Mass., is an 
example of a barrier protected bicycle lane. In this case, the city 
used planters and parked cars to separate the bicyclists from the 
drivers on the road. (Photo provided)
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In the 1990s Cambridge implemented air 
quality policies and bike riding goes along 
with those policies. Joseph Barr, AICP, direc-
tor of tra�c, parking and transportation, 
said, “Increasing cycling helps us meet our 
overall city goals around sustainability, safety, 
mobility, public health and reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions.”

Like Chicago, Cambridge o�cials believe 
adding bike lanes are not only safer for 
cyclists, but for everyone. “By encouraging 
cycling with quality bike facilities, we attract 
more riders, making cycling safer for every-
one and making drivers more accustomed to 
sharing the road,” Barr said. “Over the years 
we have evolved our bike lane designs to 
make them as safe as possible for users of all 
ages and abilities. We often hear from driv-
ers and cyclists that the separation between 
bikes and cars provided by bike lanes make 
them feel safer and more comfortable.”

Barr said in order to accomplish integrat-
ing bicycle lanes onto existing streets often 

“requires making tradeo�s to maximize the 
e�ectiveness of our streets,” and he said they 
always try to come up with plans that are 
clearly bene�cial to all in the community.

�e majority of bike lanes in Cambridge 
are on-street adjacent to tra�c, but they 
have been installing more of the physically 
separated facilities like on Western Avenue. 
As previously mentioned, even non-bicyclists 
feel the bicycle lanes are important, so the 
response has been positive and has increased 
ridership, but they, too, have had some issues 
with compliance. Barr said they address any 
issues through education and enforcement.

“More recent designs also incorporate 
physical separation and are, therefore, self-
enforcing,” Barr said.

Cambridge also has a bike sharing pro-
gram called Hubway, a public transportation 
by bike system owned by the municipalities 
of Cambridge, Boston, Brookline and Somer-
ville. Hubway is fully integrated amongst the 

This cycle track barrier selection matrix 
was developed by Nathan Wilkes of Austin, 
Texas, to aid municipalities to decide which 
type of bicycle lane would be best for them. 
The matrix lists the di�erent types of bar-
riers and rates them based on perceived 
protection of the cyclist, cost, etc. (Photo by 
Nathan Wilkes/provided by PeopleForBikes)
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By T. J. Mullen | President and Co-founder of Best Management Products, Inc.

In the last 18 years, even small municipalities 
have had to take big steps to combat the threat 
of pollution from stormwater runo�. The push 
came with the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency National Pollution Discharge Elimina-
tion System Phase 2 rule, promulgated in 1999. 
The rule addresses the problem of polluted 
runo�, which continues to be a leading cause 
of degraded water quality in our nation’s lakes, 
streams, beaches and waterways. It requires 
communities to adopt stormwater best manage-
ment practices to improve their water quality.

Recently, however, Trump administration executive orders have 
the potential to change the sight picture again. �e �rst order calls 
for a review of the “Waters of the United States Rule,” issued on 
Feb. 28. �is rule basically de�nes what water bodies in the U.S. 
fall under federal protection. �e Obama administration sought to 
codify that rule in 2014 expanding federal protection coverage to 
smaller ephemeral water bodies that may be seasonal, or include 
wetlands that may not have a continuous surface connection to 
other larger bodies of water. �e Obama e�ort remains blocked 
in court, and the prevailing guide to what’s covered is a Bush era 
guidance document that was issued in 2008. Secondly, the U.S. EPA 
O�ce of Water announced that it was seeking feedback on reduc-
ing the regulatory burden. A public comment period from May 2 
through May 15 was opened with a listening session and web tele-
conference that was held on May 2. While the results of these e�orts 
remain unknown, attempts to scale back any rules will surely face 
court challenges and legislative roadblocks before guidance can 
be adopted.

�e outcome of how Trump administration orders a�ect the 
planning and practice of stormwater pollution reduction by munici-
palities is unclear. So for now, the focus will remain on actions that 
can help communities comply with the goals of the Clean Water 
Act. During this 18-year water-quality e�ort, hundreds of engineers 
and communities in the U.S. successfully employed simple devices 
made by Best Management Products Inc., of Lyme, Conn., to curtail 
stormwater pollution.

It all starts with a great plan. Eric Sanford, PE, CPSWQ, principal 
and director of municipal services for DDC Engineers Inc. in Myrtle 
Beach, S.C., has been using BMP’s Snout water quality hoods for 
14 years. As primary municipal engineer for cities in northeastern 

South Carolina, including Myrtle Beach, North Myrtle Beach and 
Surfside Beach, Sanford is aware that keeping the beaches clean is 
a big driver for DDC’s stormwater designs.

“We know people visit the beach to have a good time. Part of that 
means folks are doing a lot of eating, drinking and shopping at our 
famous waterfront venues, all while walking from place to place. 
With that activity comes trash and debris. Making sure it doesn’t �ow 
to our waterways and the beach is a crucial part of our stormwater 
planning,” Sanford said. “We put Snouts on most of our projects. �e 
�rst one we used was back in 2003, and we haven’t stopped since. 
In public works, simple is almost always better. It’s hard to �nd a 
simpler concept than these hoods.”

Tackling stormwater pollution is 
a team sport with moving targets

Pictured is a deep sump catch basin with Snout and Bio-Skirt. 
(Photo provided)

“In public works, simple is almost 
always better. It’s hard to find a 
simpler concept than these hoods.”
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