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CURRENT SITUATION 
 
The Port LaBelle Utility System county staff includes eight full-time positions, two of which are 
currently vacant and a third (operator/supervisor) which may become vacant very soon.  The two PLUS 
employees who occupied the currently vacant positions were lured away by the Seminole Tribe. It is 
rumored that the Tribe offered them a more than 50% raise ($12,000 and $18,000) plus enhanced 
benefits.  
 
With the departure of two employees, PLUS has lost 50% of its full-time plant operations staff.  The 
operator/supervisor has reported that he is in discussion with the City of LaBelle about possible 
employment as one of their operators.  Should he depart, only one certified plant operator would remain, 
not counting the director. Losing 3 of its 4 plant operators would put PLUS into crisis mode with the one 
operator and director covering both the water and wastewater plants as well as AirGlades.  This would 
require that the director take on plant operations duties, severely reducing his time available to handle 
administrative duties in the main office. 
 

# Title Water 
Plant Lic. 

Waste 
Plant Lic. 

Other 
Lic. 

Hourly Rate Annual Salary 

1 Director B C    
2 Office Manager      
3 Plant Operator/Supervisor C C Backflow $ 20.20  $ 42,016  
4 Plant Operator C B  $ 18.15  $ 37,752  
5 Plant Operator    $ 14.95  $ 31,096  
6 Plant Operator    $ 14.33  $ 29,806  
7 Field Technician    $ 11.00  $ 22,880  
8 Field Technician    $11.00  $ 22,880  

 
The situation is further complicated by the fact that family health issues could require the director take 
extended medical leave from PLUS.  Also, administrative assistant will retire 18 months from now.  The 
one remaining full-time plant operator is also signing up for the drop program so his employment 
horizon is 2-5 years, maximum.  It is conceivable that in a couple of years from now we could have 
100% turnover in PLUS staffing. 
 
CAUSAL FACTORS 
 
Three factors seem to have contributed to the current PLUS staff losses: 
 

(1) Quality Personnel Management 
 

The manner in which the director and operator/supervisor train and develop their staff makes 
PLUS employees highly desirable prospects for neighboring utilities.  PLUS plant operators are 
trained to and expected to perform a variety of duties inside and outside the water and 



wastewater treatment plants. This diversification of skills and duties is not as common at larger 
utilities, but is an essential practice in small utilities. 

 
(2) Prevailing Market Value of Plant Operators 

 
Given that PLUS staff are receiving and accepting offers from other nearby utilities, it appears 
that that the value of PLUS-trained talent is somewhat greater than what PLUS is offering.  By 
comparison, the City of LaBelle pay scale is a little higher, and they provide trucks to their staff.  

 
The effective annual compensation of City plant operators is typically 20% higher than their base 
salary since, unlike the County, the City allows its plant operators to work significant amounts of 
overtime. Until last year the County did allow PLUS plant operators to work overtime, when 
such overtime was requested by the director.  Furthermore, the County has not offered raises 
during at least the past five years.  Further compounding the salary differential with other 
utilities, all PLUS staff were furloughed for four days, effectively reducing their annual salaries 
by almost 2% if an employee had already consumed all of his vacation and sick leave.  Counting 
both furlough and the overtime differences, the City operator/supervisor position earns $17,500 
more than the comparable PLUS employee…and the City of LaBelle plant operators also receive 
a truck benefit not available to PLUS plant operators. 
 
Benefit packages within the County have been steadily diminishing.  This combined with slightly 
lower salaries, restrictions on overtime, furloughs, and informal benefits such as vehicles, places 
PLUS at a distinct competitive disadvantage in attracting and retaining quality plant operators.    

 
(3) State Licensing Requirements 

 
Only state licensed personnel can be employed as water and wastewater plant operators.  To 
secure a license an individual must meet three primary criteria: (a) completion of the state’s 
training course, (b) passing the state examination, (c) a year of experience in a water/wastewater 
treatment plant. The licensing process therefore consumes a minimum of 18 months.  

 
(4) Shortage of Entry Level Staff 

 
Despite the current national economic hardships an insufficient number of talented young people 
are attracted to careers as water and wastewater treatment plant operators for small utilities in 
rural communities.  The essential attributes for entry-level staff include ALL the following: (a) 
academic competence in mathematics and chemistry sufficient to complete the state course and 
pass the water and wastewater treatment plant operators exam, (b) willingness to work in 
construction-type job settings doing earthwork, heavy equipment, and piping tasks, (c) 
willingness to report for work at all hours of the night to perform essential emergency repairs and 
to report for duty during times of natural disasters and other community crises to continue the 
delivery of essential services.  Perhaps the most limiting attribute diminishing the number of 
available entry level staff for plant operator positions is the requirement that the person be 

Title Water Plant Lic. Waste Plant Lic. Hourly Rate Annual Salary w/Overtime 
Plant Operator/Supervisor Yes Yes $ 23.69  $ 49,275  $58,644 
Plant Operator Yes Yes $ 19.00  $ 39,520  $40,389 
Plant Operator  Yes $ 17.54  $ 36,483  $40,540 
Plant Operator Yes  $ 13.00  $ 27,040  $32,986 



willing to work up close and personal with wastewater. This factor combined with the 
certification requirement is what distinguishes utility staff from position of comparable salary in 
other Hendry County offices and limits the pool of qualified candidates.  
 
The same limiting factor is at play at the engineering level.  College students other than the 
committed environmentalist and core technical types shy away from degrees in wastewater & 
water treatment plant design and construction. It is not considered to be one of the most 
“glamorous” study directions. However those individuals selecting this particular professional 
direction are generally a cut above the average student.  The same surely holds true at the 
technician level of the profession.  So, on average, there may be fewer to choose among when 
seeking staff, but integrity and commitment is probably higher among those who are available at 
the entry level. 
 

(5) Limited Selection of Certified Plant Operator Candidates 
 

Since the market places a premium on individuals trained and willing to perform the full suite of 
duties required in a small utility like PLUS, the pool of candidates with both treatment plant 
certification and tasks flexibility is very limited. Thus, the resulting pool of candidates for PLUS 
vacancies is likely to come from those persons previously employed at larger water treatment 
plants where diversity of skills and task assignments is not as common as they are in smaller 
utilities.  Furthermore, the pool of candidates is likely to include a disproportionate number of 
persons that were considered problem cases at the previous utility.  Finding a certified operator 
willing to do the diverse set of tasks required of PLUS plant operators at our wage scale is a 
significant challenge. 
 

SOLUTION STRATEGIES 
 

(1) Increasing the Pay Scale 
 

The director has already discussed with Hendry County Administration the need to increase the 
pay level for key PLUS staff. However, budgetary constraints and the desire to maintain pay 
uniformity among various County departments make it difficult for the County to deviate from 
its current pay scale and overtime policy. 

 
(2) Plant Certification for Field Technicians 

 
PLUS typically cross-trains field technicians to prepare them to take the plant operator exam.  
But, as stated above, this is at least an 18-month process.  Furthermore, the heavy field repairs 
workload associated with leaking pipes makes it difficult to split the time of field techs between 
pipe repairs and plant operations training. 
 

(3) Advertising Vacant Positions 
 

PLUS has widely advertised the vacant positions.  A total of approximately 15 applications from 
Florida-certified plant operators have been received and the director has been reviewing their 
qualifications and references for the past few weeks.  He has selected one applicant from among 
these, but event this candidate had left two prior water plant operation jobs.  
 

(4) Document the Knowledge of Key Staff 



 
The PLUS director and supervisor/operator have accumulated extensive knowledge of the PLUS 
system infrastructure and operational characteristics. It should be a priority for this knowledge to 
be documented in digital format so it can be used by future staff. Normally the 
supervisor/operator would be responsible for training new staff in both field duties and plant 
operations.  His departure would constitute a problem not only to short-term plant operations but 
also to the full range of future utility operations since new employees would not be provided the 
same level of training as past employees.  Also, PLUS currently relies upon paper drawings of its 
pipe network.  A GPS-based, GIS map should be made to document the locations, attributes, and 
operational protocols of all pipes, fittings, and other components. 
 

CONTINGENCY PLANS 
 
There are two scenarios for which contingency plans should be developed, given that both are high 
likely and come with a number of serious implications: 
 

(1) Departure of supervisor/operator 
 

(a) Plant Operations 
(b) Field Operations 
(c) New Staff Training 

 
(2) Medical leave by director 

 
(a) Office Operations 
(b) Plant Operations 
(c) Field Operations 
(d) Compliance Reporting 
(e) New Staff Hiring 
(f) New Staff Training 

 


