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ASHLAND SNOW AND ICE OPERATIONS – FY 2007 
By J. Douglas Small, Director of Public Works
I have to be honest with you; I was not disappointed that we did not have a white Christmas.  It seems like every December around the Holidays, there’s either a concern for potential slippery roadway conditions or an actual snow and/or ice event.  The forecast for the week leading up to New Year’s Eve also looks like above normal temperatures.  By the time you get this, I would not be surprised if the weather turned for the worst.  But in the meantime, let’s play some golf!

Several people have approached me and asked – how much money has the town saved in December without the snow?  I tell them that I will give them an answer around St. Patrick’s Day.  

I will tell you this though – the majority of snow and ice operations is not about plowing, it is about sanding and salting, especially salting.  Salt is not cheap.  We pay approximately $46 per ton.  In order to apply salt to all of the main roads, hills, and tricky spots in town, it takes approximately 60 tons of salt (approximately $3,000 worth of material).  It is not unusual for the Town of Ashland to use more than 3,000 tons in a winter season.

ANTI-ICING and DEICING

What is Anti-Icing – it is applying material to the road with chemicals like salt prior to the start of any accumulation.  It is more cost effective to put down a layer of salt and/or a liquid chloride prior to any accumulation.   

What is Deicing – it is applying material to the road after snow and/or ice has accumulated on the road.  Plowing is also a form of deicing.       

There are many “anti-icing” and “deicing” materials out there, such as calcium chloride (solid or liquid), magnesium chloride, potassium chloride, CMA (calcium magnesium acetate), salt, etc.  I do not consider sand much of a deicer.  It is more of a temporary traction provider.

Sand works well on the “flat” side roads.  We use it for tire traction.  It can also be used to help dry up the road at the end of a snow and ice event.  We try to use as little sand as possible because of several reasons.  

One reason is the cost of the cleanup.  Cleanup costs include roadway sweeping, cleaning catch basins, jetting drainage pipes, and digging out sumps located near an inlet or outlet.  The removal of sweepings costs approximately $20 per ton to be hauled out of the DPW facility.  

Another reason for limiting the use of sand is that the traction created on the roadway surface does not last very long.  Sand consists of tiny “pointed” rock particles.  The tires from the vehicles traveling on the sand – smoothes out the pointed rocks.  This results in a “marble” effect, decreasing the traction.

Calcium Chloride is much more effective than salt when temperatures are well below freezing.  Calcium chloride is a powerful deicer when ice patches form, (pack).  The Massachusetts Highway Department (MassHighway) uses it to pre-treat the roads before a storm, especially on bridges because bridges are the first to freeze.  It is also used across the State in “low salt” areas because it does not contain sodium.  

But like all the other materials listed, calcium chloride has its problems.  Premix (a mixture of salt and calcium chloride) costs twice as much as salt.  In a liquid form, it can have a reverse effect if not used properly and cause slippery conditions.  Calcium chloride is also very corrosive and does quite a number on the trucks dispensing the calcium chloride.

We do carry Liquid Calcium Chloride at the DPW.  But it is only to be used when the salt is not effective.

Magnesium Chloride or Potassium Chloride is generally offered in a liquid state.  These anti-icers/deicers are made from things like corn or the bi-product from making beer from what I understand.  The jury is still out there whether there is an economical advantage to using these products.  Personally, I do not think the Town would benefit by using either one of these.

CMA (Calcium Magnesium Acetate) is a very expensive product.  It costs approximately $1,000 per ton.  MassHighway used to use this material on Route 25 in or around Wareham near the cranberry bogs.  I am not sure if the State is still using it.      

Salt (Sodium Chloride) is the most popular anti-icer/deicer used in this country and probably worldwide.  There are two types of salt used for winter operations:  Rock and Solar.  Rock salt is mined.  The nearest active salt mine is in New York State.  Solar salt comes from the Ocean.  In places with warm climates, the Ocean Water is piped to land and eventually evaporates and leaves a layer of salt.  

The town purchases salt form Eastern Minerals, located in Chelsea.  The salt used in Ashland is shipped in from various locations all over the world, places such as Mexico, South America, and Northern Ireland.  Sometimes we get Rock salt delivered and other times we get Solar salt depending on what’s available on the docks in Chelsea.  Both are effective (most the time).

Salt is at its best when temperatures are slightly below freezing.  The colder the temperature, the more salt needed to melt the snow or ice.  For the most part, the Spreader Units (trucks) are loaded with straight salt.  Once the salt is applied to the roadway, the salt reacts with the snow or ice and lowers the freezing point thus creating a brine solution.  The salt eventually dissolves.  The downsides of salt are the cost, the corrosion it causes to the equipment, and the sodium.  But compared to all of the other products available, it is the most feasible and accessible product for combating snow and ice conditions at least in the Northeast.   

SPREADER OPERATIONS

During off hours, a DPW employee is designated the “call man”.  Either the Police department or a supervisor calls in the call man when necessary.  The call man assesses the situation and may call in additional spreader operators.  If the call was for spot sanding, the call man can handle it himself with 1 truck or if the entire town needs to be treated with salt, 6 trucks are needed.  

The predawn hours is the time when temperatures are most likely at their lowest.  Many times in the course of the winter season, the spreaders have been called into action and the roads treated prior to people waking up in the morning to go to work or school.  

The spreader units are mounted to large 6 wheel trucks.  The spreader fleet has a couple trucks that should be replaced.  The town purchased a new spreader in 2006 equipped with automated ground speed controls, which will help minimize the use of salt.  

PLOWING OPERATIONS

When salting the roads is no longer effective and the snow is mounting, that is when we go into plowing operations.  The town forces can handle the storms with 1 or 2 inches of snow accumulation, but when the snow accumulation starts going beyond a couple of inches and there is a possibility of the storm intensifying, the hired plows are called in.  

There are many variables involved in deciding when to call in the hired equipments, i.e., temperature, forecast, time of day, school in or out, etc.  

Hired plows are “called in” in order to supplement the town forces.  Depending on the conditions, we may only need 1 or 2 hired plows, other times we may need up to 35 hired plows.

In order to plow the road properly, the snow has to be pushed back curb to curb and the catch basin grates have to be cleared of any snow cover.  
Before you start shoveling out the end of your driveway, take a look around and make sure the snow that once covered the road has been pushed back to the curb.  If not, sooner than later, a plow is going to come by and push the snow back in your driveway.  
It is not done intentionally.  We have not finished pushing back the snow curb to curb.  Unfortunately, we cannot stop and open up the driveways.  Please give us enough time to complete the job.  Minimize the shovel throwing.  This will make things easier for all of us.

Please do not push the snow into the roadway when removing snow from driveways or parking lots.  Violators will be fined.   

PLOW ROUTES

The town consists of approximately 85 miles of roadways.  The town roads are broken down into 25 plow routes.  Each plow route takes approximately 2 to 3 hours to thoroughly plow depending on the conditions.  Rte. 126 and Cordaville Road are maintained by the State.

Our main objective during a storm is to keep all of the roads open for emergency vehicles.  

EQUIPMENT

The town owns a total of 26 pieces of equipment that are available for plowing including the spreader units that are equipped with plows.  We have 19 trucks, 2 loaders, 3 backhoes, and 2 sidewalk plows.  Currently, we have 30 pieces of equipment signed up by hired contractors.  Some of the contractors have been working for the town for many years, which is a great benefit to the town.  It makes operations easier when a contractor is familiar with the town roads and the bad spots in town.  

SCHOOLS & CANCELLATIONS
The DPW is responsible for the snow and ice removal of the public school parking lots.  The schools are generally cleared after the roadways are plowed.
When school is in session, School Superintendent Dr. Richard Hoffmann and I discuss the conditions in order to see if school should be canceled, delayed, or opened.  This discussion occurs at 5:00 am so that there is enough time to review and make a decision.  One of the deciding factors on whether school gets canceled or not for the day is whether the sidewalks have been plowed.  School cancellations are then announced on the radio or on television.  The final decision is solely made by Dr. Hoffmann after he reviews conditions with me and other sources.
THE WEATHER FORECAST

I use as many weather forecast outlets as possible when monitoring the weather.  Some of the websites I use are www.noaa.org, www.weather.com, and www.thebostonchannel.com.  I try to catch all the news stations.  In the summer time, you can hear the Red Sox on in the background at my house, but in the winter, you will hear the Weather Channel.  

I also keep a scanner on at home so I can hear MassHighway’s forecast from Meteorlogix.  It also helps to hear when the State gets activated.  

SIDEWALKS

As mentioned earlier, the sidewalks have to be plowed before school opens.  The DPW concentrates on the sidewalks in the vicinity of the schools first and then we work our way around town.  Unfortunately, it will be difficult to get around the utility poles on Rte. 135 near the High School.    
TOWN FACILITIES

The DPW also applies salt and/or sand and plows the town facilities such as the Town Hall, Community Center, Police department and the Library.  The Fire department has a pick-up with a plow and they keep the fire station lots open on their own which is a big help.  If their truck is called out for a fire/medical related emergency, the DPW takes over the snow removal at the stations.  
COMMUNICATION

All of the hired contractors are required to carry cell phones.  The town trucks are equipped with 2-way radios that are accessible by Police and Fire.  The town employees are also equipped with Nextels.

MAILBOXES

Mailboxes need to be strategically located so that they can meet the need of the letter carrier as well as the need of our plowing operations.  As some of you are aware, mailboxes are occasionally damaged during plowing operations.  The Town does not replace mailboxes if they are damaged by the movement of the snow.  That is why it is critical that that you take some steps to protect them from damage.  We ask that you make sure your mailboxes are secured properly going into the winter season and that they are placed in a location that will not be in the way of our snow operations.  We also remind you to make sure you clean out in front of your mailbox so the mailman can deliver the mail.    

SAFETY

We instruct our operators, both Town and contractors, to use proper caution when plowing.  Please remember that sometime our personnel are driving for hours on end during large storms. If you believe a plow truck or spreader unit is traveling at a high rate of speed or creating an unsafe condition, please do not hesitate to contact me at (508) 881-0120 ext. 14.  Try to provide me with a description of the truck, location and the approximate time.

During a storm, please be careful and aware of the plows and the big trucks.  Remember, these trucks are heavy and they don’t stop as fast as a car.    

FIRE HYDRANTS

Please try to clean out in front of and behind fire hydrants near your house.  It would be a great help and it may save a life.  Between the Fire department and the DPW, we do the best we can to locate and remove the snow near fire hydrants after a storm.

HOW TO CONTACT US

In case of an emergency, call 911.  

You can reach the DPW during business hours for snow and ice issues at (508) 881-0120.  During non-business hours, contact the Police or Fire department.  They are on duty 24 hours per day and they can easily contact DPW personnel if you have a snow and ice related issue.  

Hopefully we will all have a safe winter and Mother Nature will keep us from having any record-breaking snowfalls or cold snaps.  If you have any questions, you reach me at (508) 881-0120 ext. 14 or email me at dsmall@ashlandmass.com.  

