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Safe, efficient, well-maintained highways 
and roads have been a hallmark of Kansas’ 
commitment to the statewide economy for 
decades.  Kansans owe this huge asset to long-
term vision; responsible funding and invest-
ment; outstanding engineering and construc-
tion; and prudent maintenance.  Taking care of 
a $2-trillion-plus statewide asset makes perfect 
sense.  Recent state budget realities, however, 
could take a toll on our progress.

From ancient civilizations to current times, 
engineers’ contributions have helped meet  
transportation needs.  Beyond providing tech-
nical skills, engineers have a responsibility to 
the public for safe, reliable infrastructure that 
supports commerce, education, healthcare, 
families, and the community overall.  They 
make a difference.

Leveraging engineering skills that turn a 
vision into highways, bridges, and other infra-
structure requires adequate funding over the 
long haul.  In 1989, obvious decay from inad-
equate investment prompted legislative sup-
port for the Comprehensive Highway Program 
(CHP), Kansas’ first 10-year program.  In 2010, 
the governor signed into law the Transporta-
tion Works for Kansas (TWORKS) program, 
the state’s third 10-year transportation fund-
ing program. TWORKS allocated $8 billion 
for wide-ranging improvements, emphasizing 
pavement preservation (roadway maintenance) 
and modernization or expansion of the state-
wide system.  

Although TWORKS did not specify proj-

ects, it promised each county at least $8 mil-
lion.  To date, 75 counties have already bene-
fited from TWORKS investments, improving 
public safety and generating economic growth 
across the state.  

The challenge facing the Kansas Depart-
ment of Transportation (KDOT) is that the 
$8-billion TWORKS commitment is only 60 
percent of the previous program.  Policymak-
ers agreed it was the right level in the midst 
of near-recessionary conditions.  Even so, the 
state and local transportation needs that had 
been identified exceeded the available funding.   

Adding to this initial challenge, more than 
$1 billion has been transferred from the state’s 
highway fund to the state’s general fund since 
2010. Declining revenues in FY2015 plus fore-
casted declines in FY2016 and FY2017 suggest 
that TWORKS funding could face further cuts.  
Taking more from an underfunded program 
merely pushes our problems farther into the 
future, at a higher cost.

Kansas consistently earns high marks for 
its transportation system (number 5 in the 

Reason Foundation’s 21st Annual Highway 
Report).  This status reflects the state’s invest-
ment since 1989.  Before that first 10-year plan, 
there had been no substantial investment, pave-
ment and bridge conditions were poor, acci-
dent rates were high, and limited moderniza-
tion had occurred to spur economic growth. 
The clear lesson here: Kansas needs to contin-
ually invest to maintain transportation system 
quality; to relieve congestion and safely move 
people, goods, and materials throughout the 
state; and to GROW KANSAS (create jobs and 
spur economic growth).  

Continuous investment is far less expensive 
to Kansas’ taxpayers than replacing failing sys-
tems.  Stable funding is one of the most import-
ant factors to the success of past programs.

When business leaders decide where to 
locate their operations, transportation and 
logistics are among the top factors that influ-
ence decisions about location.  As the Kansas 
Freight Advisory Committee puts it, when you 
move freight, you move the economy.  The com-
mittee is a partnership between KDOT and the 
Kansas Turnpike Authority (KTA).  

“Well-maintained transportation infra-
structure is a competitive advantage for Kansas 
and our cities,” said Tracey Osborne, president, 
Overland Park Chamber of Commerce. “Busi-
nesses demand locations that provide safe com-
mutes for their workforces and efficient trans-
port of their goods.  Our investments in our 
transportation infrastructure optimize our cen-
tral location, leading the private sector to invest 
in job creation.”

Paying for design and construction to build 

new roads, improve existing facilities, and 
implement features that improve safety is only 
part of the picture.  It will take money, not sim-
ply a vision and great engineering, to hold on to 
this high-value competitive advantage.  

Of course engineering firms favor invest-
ing in the transportation system – such fund-
ing translates to hiring engineers and increas-
ing income.  The greater risk in failing to fund 
the $8-billion program would impact Kansans 
across the board.  For example, it would:

• Eliminate public investments focused 
on improving safety, attracting new business, 
enhancing travel efficiency, moving farm and 
business products, reducing car repairs, and 
supporting job development.

• Jeopardize ready access to routine and 
emergency medical care.

• Curtail investments that have measurably 
improved safety and the Kansas economy, such 
as the I-435 and US-69 corridors improvements 
in Johnson County.

One of Kansas’ many strengths – and a vital 
cog to economic growth – is our high-quality 
transportation system. At its core, TWORKS is 
about preserving past investment, improving 
safety, creating jobs, and GROWING KANSAS. 
It is essential that the 4/10-cent sales tax (the 
key funding mechanism of TWORKS) stays in 
place and that TWORKS is completed as envi-
sioned in 2010. Indeed, with committed pub-
lic investment, engineers will make a difference 
that ensures a vibrant, safe Kansas.

Rick Worrel, P.E., is president of the 
American Council of Engineering Companies 

(ACEC), Kansas Chapter.

Introducing young women to engineering careers
BY KIMBERLY ROBINET T
Managing Partner, TREKK Design Group, LLC 

My path to engineering started with an 
interest in math and problem solving, a coun-
selor and a statistic: people with undergradu-
ate engineering degrees climb up the business 
ladder three times faster than any other grad-
uate degree. 

Like many female engineers, I did not have 
broad exposure to engineering or the possibil-
ities a career in engineering held.   According 
to the Girl Scouts Research Institute, while 81 
percent of teenage girls are interested in sci-
ence, technology, engineering or math (STEM) 
careers, only 13 percent consider a STEM career 
as their first choice. Women continue to make 
up only 14 percent of the engineering work-
force, according to the Congressional Joint Eco-
nomic Committee.  

If it wasn’t for my college counselor, who 
suggested engineering as a way to combine my 
interests in math, problem solving and a desire 
to affect everyday life, I may never have found 
engineering or started TREKK Design Group, 
which is proud to be a majority women-owned 
firm.  The Young Women in Engineering Pro-
gram at Logan-Rogersville High School aims to 
inspire today’s generation of teenage women in 
much the same way. 

Launched in September 2014, the Young 
Women in Engineering Program is introduc-
ing 15 female Logan-Rogersville High School 
students to career opportunities in transpor-
tation and infrastructure delivery through 
the context of the Rogersville Project Freeway 

Design-Build Project. As part of the project’s 
scope, MoDOT brainstormed unique ways to 
use this project to broaden workforce diversity 
and introduce the community to the opportu-
nities that exist in engineering. 

The two-year program will expose the stu-
dents to every aspect of the design-build pro-
cess, from project planning, traffic analysis and 
innovative problem solving, to public involve-
ment, survey, design and construction. Stu-
dents are exposed to what a transportation 

project entails and the variety of jobs available 
to bring the project to life. 

Each monthly session focuses on a differ-
ent aspect of the design-build process. Female 
mentors from the Program Team or MoDOT 
lead the hands-on discussions. Mentors include 
civil engineers, construction inspectors, busi-
ness owners, and finance and marketing pro-
fessionals. The goal is to show the students vast 
opportunities and flexibility a career in engi-
neering offers. 

Because the Program runs in parallel with 
the Project Freeway project, the students are 
watching the project proceed right before their 
eyes, sometimes in the field next to survey or 
construction crews. Students will be given cus-
tomized pink hard hats to wear during field 
activities. 

To date, the students have learned about the 
overall design-build process, project funding, 
public involvement and how to collect and pro-
cess survey data. Upcoming sessions include 
right-of-way acquisition, utility coordination, 
roadway and drainage, lighting and construc-
tion observation. 

The Program Team is looking into course 
credit and college scholarship opportunities 
to encourage these women to pursue careers 
in engineering, construction or an associated 
profession. 

The engineering and road construction 
industries need bright young minds to continue 
entering into these professions. This program 
is opening the minds of these young women 
to the excitement, opportunities and challeng-
es associated with building a new highway and 
operating a transportation system. 

Thus far, program feedback has been over-
whelmingly positive. 

“The girls seem to be really enjoying it,” said 
Logan-Rogersville Principal, Dr. Teresa McK-
enzie, Ed.D. “A new girl asked to join yesterday.  
She asked if she could join because she nar-
rowed her career choice to engineering.  With-
out this program in our school, she might not 
have arrived at this decision. 
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