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COUNTY PILOTS 
“INNOVATION TEAM” 
PROJECT POOL TO 

UNLEASH EMPLOYEE 
TALENT 

by 
Mary Furtado 

Assistant County Manager 
 

An organization’s culture – the beliefs, values, and 
assumptions that govern the way people interact 
with one another – is not created overnight. Shaping 
culture is a journey, formed step-by-step over time, 
day in and day out, based on how people treat each 
other, what employees collectively value, and what 
behaviors are encouraged or reinforced by those in 
leadership roles. Historically, Catawba County’s 
culture has been characterized by innovation, 
collaboration, teamwork, and a deep-rooted belief in 
public service – in the concept that, as public 
servants, it is our job to improve our community. And 
the primary fuel for this engine of innovation, 
collaboration, and service is each of you – our 
employees. 

While it may sound cliché, we at Catawba County 
truly do believe that our employees are our greatest 
asset. We’ve built programs focused on developing 
staff’s technical, management, and leadership skills 
– programs like supervisory education, mini-course 
on county government, and Leadership Academy, to 
name a few  – and we’ve identified other ways to 
grow our capacity by investing in employees through 
tuition reimbursement programs, targeted 
professional training, individual development plans, 
etc. Collectively, all of these things set the stage for 
the next phase of our cultural journey aimed at giving  

employees an outlet to use these new skills, to 
lead a team, to take a risk, or to try something 
outside of our comfort zones. The launch of an 
organization-wide Innovation Team strives to do 
just that.  

So what is it?   

The Innovation Team is, at its core, a pool of high-
achieving, high-potential employees from 
throughout the organization capable of lending 
their expertise to one-time projects or initiatives in 
addition to continuing to meet the permanent 
responsibilities of their formal day-to-day positions. 
As projects are identified by employees and 
approved by department heads, a call for 
participation will be issued to the members of the 
Innovation Team pool. Anyone in that pool 
interested in serving on that particular project team 
should indicate willingness to volunteer, and then a 
formal project team will be assigned based on 
responses received.  

There are 3 types of projects that lend themselves 
to this approach:  a) individual research projects 
appropriately handled by a single employee, b) 
cross-departmental projects for which a solution 
has been identified, where implementing that 
solution would require assistance from staff from 
multiple departments, and where the solution has 
the potential to be applied to more than one 
department, and c) innovation projects wherein we 
know a specific community or organizational 
problem exists but aren’t 100% certain how best to 
address it. All of these project types require 
creativity and openness to new ways of doing 
things.  

Who will be invited to participate?  

We would love to make it possible for all 
employees to have the opportunity to participate. 
However, because we are piloting this concept, we 
need to start with a manageable number of 
employees so we can refine the concept based on 
how the first few initiatives go. Using that rationale, 
we have targeted graduates of the Leadership 
Academy class, existing County employees with 
Masters degrees in business administration or 
public administration, and high-potential 
employees identified by department heads as 
having capacity beyond their formal departmental  
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roles. (Department head nominations were not 
limited to a particular department. Any department 
head could nominate any employee, regardless of 
department.)   

Department heads have already provided me with 
employee names.  These employees will be 
receiving an email from me about the Innovation 
Team concept to learn more about what it is before 
being asked to commit to participate.  Being 
nominated does not mean that an employee must 
participate; nominated employees will make that 
decision for themselves.   

Where do the project ideas come from?  How 
does it work?  

Anyone in the organization may submit a request for 
assistance (which may be a fully-formed project 
idea, a problem statement, or a specific research 
need). For the time being, all project ideas can be 
submitted directly to me at 
mfurtado@catawbacountync.gov. The department 
head responsible for supervising the area impacted 
by the project idea must sign off on the request, 
ideally agreeing to serve as project sponsor for the 
project. From that point, the type of project proposed 
will dictate how the proposal will be handled: 

• Individual research projects will be assigned to 
employees from within the pool. Upon assignment, 
the employee will meet with the supervisor 
overseeing the work and the person making the 
request to understand the request and begin 
working. 

 
• Cross-departmental project proposals will be 

ranked by a group of department heads according to 
their potential impact on the organization or 
community (considering things like whether it aligns 
with a Board of Commissioners’  priority, improves 
productivity, reduces costs, etc.). Once the project 
proposal has been reviewed and ranked, a project 
manager and project team will be assigned based on 
the specific skill sets/project requirements.  

 
• Innovation project proposals will have a project 

manager and team assigned. A kick-off meeting will 
be scheduled with the person who requested the 
project and his or her department head as well as 
the project team. The discussion will focus on overall 
approach and desired timeline for completion/ 
solution generation, and the project work will 
commence. 

 
Since this is a new concept, we don’t have all of 
the details nailed down or the wrinkles ironed out. 
But we do have a very clear picture of the value 
that such an initiative could bring to our 
organization: advancing our culture of innovation, 
increasing our capacity to solve problems in non-
traditional ways; providing growth opportunities for 
our employees; engaging staff directly in crafting 
innovative solutions to address issues or 
obstacles; and improving institutional knowledge 
capture. If you have specific questions or 
comments about this initiative, I welcome them by 
phone, email, or in person.  

Earlier I said that crafting organizational culture is a 
journey. I’m energized and excited to be working 
with all of you in taking the next steps on our 
cultural journey. Together, we will go great places.  

 

mailto:mfurtado@catawbacountync.gov
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Best practices 
in the New 
Year 
Resolve to stay 
safe in 2016 
 
 

 
Don’t take shortcuts. It’s natural to want to get 
the job finished on or even ahead of schedule. 
But, the “get-it-done-quick” attitude can be a 
recipe for disaster. Stick to the instructions and get 
all your questions answered. 

Be careful on the road. Inspect your vehicle, 
including brake lights, turn signals, tire pressure, 
and the amount of gas in the tank, before each 
trip, and get repairs made immediately. 

• Watch the weather. Both indoor and 
outdoor work can expose you to extreme 
temperatures. In cold conditions like those 
currently gripping many parts of the country, dress 
in layers and properly cover your head, feet, 
hands, and face—the body parts most prone to 
frostbite. 

• Make personal protective equipment 
(PPE) a priority. It’s not enough to wear PPE. 
You should also know how to properly use 
goggles, face protection, gloves, safety shoes, 
hard hats, and ear protection. 

• Keep things ship shape. Good 
housekeeping does more than keep the workplace 
neat. It can prevent serious incidents like trips and 
falls, fires, and chemical spills. Fix hazards or 
report them immediately. 

Elementary Ergonomics 
Know the principles of how to work safely 

The need for a knowledge of effective ergonomics, 
or fitting the work environment to the worker’s 
needs, is critical across a variety of industries and 
workplaces: 

• Ergonomics refers to changing the job, 
not the worker. It is the art and science 
of fitting the job and the workplace to 
workers’ needs. 

• Ergonomics acknowledges the physical 
limits to being human, including limits to 
the force that can be sustained, the 
amount of energy we need to work, the 
amount of stress we can take, and how 
many things we can concentrate on at 
once without getting hurt or sick. 

• Pain is just one indication of a problem. 
Other early warning signs include 
burning, cramping, numbness, swelling, 
tingling, weakness, or fatigue. 

• In order to decide how to change a job 
so workers don’t get hurt, the first step is 
to find out what about the job is causing 
the problems. 

• Ergonomic hazard analysis is a skill and 
tool that can help eliminate risk factors 
and improve worker health and comfort. 

These ergonomic principles can apply to 
every job and every workplace, so consider 
talking with your supervisor or Risk 
Management to learn more about how to 
apply ergonomic tips in your job. 
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FREE RADON TEST KITS AVAILABLE 
 

by 
Amy McCauley 

 

 
Radon is the odorless, colorless gas that is the second 
leading cause of lung cancer in the United States. It 
occurs naturally from the breakdown of uranium in 
rocks and soil. 
 
In honor of National Radon Action Month, 
Catawba County Public Health is partnering with 
the North Carolina Radon Program to provide free 
short-term radon test kits to Catawba County 
residents during the month of January. 
 
Free kits are available at the following locations 
while supplies last: 
 
• Catawba County Public Health, 3070 11th 
Ave. Dr. SE, Hickory, NC 28602 
 
• Catawba County Environmental Health, located 
in the Permit Center at the Catawba County  
Government Center, 110 A South West Blvd., 
Newton, NC 28658 
 
The North Carolina Radon Program website, 
www.ncradon.org, will also offer a limited supply of 
kits that may be ordered at no cost. 
  
Once the supply of free kits has been exhausted, 
the North Carolina Radon Program website will  
Offer short-term radon test kits at a reduced cost 
of $6.00 (valued at $15.00). 
 
Radon is the odorless, colorless gas that is the 
second leading cause of lung cancer in the United  
States. According to the Centers for Disease  

 
Control and Prevention (CDC), radon gas occurs 
naturally from the breakdown of uranium in rocks 
and soil. Radon gas can seep through the cracks 
in buildings, and high levels can lead to severe 
health problems. 
 
The North Carolina Radon Program of the North 
Carolina Department of Health and Human 
Services educates families and homeowners 
about radon gas, how to test for radon gas, and 
how to lower the radon levels within a home.  
 
For more information about radon and radon 
testing, including potential financial assistance 
with radon mitigation, visit the North Carolina 
Radon Program website at www.ncradon.org. 
  
Catawba County Public Health promotes and 
protects the health of all Catawba County 
residents through preventive services, innovative 
partnerships, and community health improvement 
initiatives.  
 
For more information, please call (828) 695- 
5800 or visit www.catawbacountync.gov/phealth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.ncradon.org/
http://www.catawbacountync.gov/phealth
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SO WHAT IF EL NINO BRINGS SEVERE WINTER WEATHER?  
HERE’S HOW TO FIND OUT ABOUT SCHEDULE CHANGES 

 

 
by 

Dave Hardin  
 

Here’s a reminder of the ways we inform staff of 
delayed openings or changes in our operating 
schedule. 
 
Please remember that decisions on whether to 
change our schedule have traditionally leaned toward 
keeping County offices operating. 
 
If a decision is made by the County Manager to 
change our operating schedule, we will post a notice 
of the change prominently at 
www.catawbacountync.gov. We also post the 
announcement on County Facebook & Twitter feeds. 
 
If there is a change in the normal schedule, a notice 
of the change will be sent by the County employees 
e-mail list, for the benefit of those who are able to 
check their work e-mail from home or a remote site. 

 
We are aware that some County employees may 
have limited or no personal access to the Internet 
and/or issues if the electricity is out. These 
additional options are available: 
 
1. Listen to one of these Catawba County radio 
stations: 
 
WAIZ- 630 AM 
WHKY- 1290 AM 
 

 
WNNC- 1230 AM 

 
2. Watch one of the following TV stations, 
but be mindful that they may not get the 
information on as quickly because they 
have so many cancellations to announce. 
You may have to watch longer to get 
information about us 

 

WBTV, Channel 3 (Charter Cable Channel 2) 
WCNC, Channel 6 
WSOC, Channel 9 

 

3. I will do my best to place an 
announcement on the INFOTALK County 
information line at 828-465-8468 by 6:30 
a.m. Please don’t call this line until after 
6:30 a.m. If I can’t get into it, I can’t add 
an announcement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.catawbacountync.gov/
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WELCOME NEW COUNTY EMPLOYEES!!

Gail Brittain 
Real Estate Appraiser 
Tax 

 

David Draper 
EMT Paramedic 
Emergency Services 

Paul Foster 
Community 
Engagement Specialist 
Libraries 

 

Katlyn Fox 
Detention Officer 
Sheriff 

Nita Greene  
Human Resources Aide 
Social Services 

Maria Hawkins 
Protective Serv. SW 
Social Services 

 

Jarrod Hope 
Teaching Parent 
Social Services 

Kelly Moose 
EMT Paramedic 
Emergency Services 

Chelsea Oliver 
EMT Paramedic 
Emergency Services 

Nathalia Queen 
Engineer 
Utilities & Engineering 

Dylan Setzer 
Heavy Equipment 
Mechanic 
Utilities & Engineering 

Pam Smit 
Office Support Spec. 
Emergency Services 

 

Joann Trieble 
Child Support Agent 
Social Services 

Nancy Vickers 
Human Resources Aide 
Social Services 
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Resolutions: accomplish several at once 

by 
George Place 

Cooperative Extension Director 

It is the season for resolutions and you’ve 
probably noticed that they are always the same – 
get fit, exercise more, spend more time with 
family, manage stress, eat better, learn a new skill, 
get more fresh air, and lose a few pounds. If you 
have tried these things in the past and had 
difficulty with the follow-through I propose taking a 
different path. Grow three vegetables in your 
backyard that you have never tried before. All of 
the before mentioned traditional resolutions can be 
achieved with a backyard vegetable garden.  

My wife recently gave me a step monitoring 
device. I am amazed at the level of activity I 
achieve in a short period of time in the garden – 
carrying mulch, pulling a few weeds, cutting some 
fresh greens, and digging beets. The activity 
registers the same as a brisk work out but we 
have the fresh produce to show for it. Unlike the 
gym, backyard gardening has no monthly fees or 
contracts. 

Get your kids involved by developing an allowance 
incentive based on the harvest. Set a time on the 
weekend to get in the garden as a family. Make a 
game of it – who can collect 10 different insects 
first or who can pull the most weeds. Let the 
creative juices flow as you make garden signs 
together.  Invite friends over to share in a 
vegetable stew or other dish with ingredients that 
your family grew together. Let the kids present the 
meal and explain the production process.    

Backyard food production offers one more benefit 
that doesn’t make it on to most resolution lists. 
Investing some time into the dying arts of food 
production and preservation makes you and your 
family more resilient. Of course it is easier and 
more efficient to simply buy all of your food at a 
megamart, but consider the law of development:  

gained efficiency is lost resiliency. We are losing 
something as a society with the absence of 
calluses from our hands and the presence of 
plastic around all of our food. I am thankful that we 
don’t have to hoe cotton and milk cows at 4 AM 
but a small backyard garden can allow a kernel of 
grit to continue to be passed down to the next 
generation, even in our perpetually connected and 
climate conditioned lives. 

If you like this backyard food production resolution 
you may need two more ingredients for success, 
information and accountability. In 2016, the 
Catawba County Extension Service is teaming up 
with libraries throughout the county to offer to the 
public an Advanced Gardener program. Don’t be 
intimidated by the name, this program will have 
something for beginners and veteran gardeners 
alike. You can pick and choose the monthly 
presentations that interest you or attend each of 
the monthly presentations in 2016 to become a 
certified Advanced Gardener. Come to the first 
session of the program at any one of these 
locations: Patrick Beaver Memorial Library on 
Thursday, January 14 from 6 to 7 PM; Newton 
Library on Tuesday, January 19 from 6:30 to 7:30 
PM; or the Maiden Library on Tuesday, January 
26 from 6:30 to 7:30 PM. If you commit to 
becoming an Advanced Gardener I will personally 
maintain contact with you throughout the program 
and work with you to keep your resolution on track 
for success. I hope to see you there and don’t 
hesitate to contact the Extension Service for more 
information: 828-465-8240. 

WHAT’S NEW? 
Congratulations to EMT Paramedic Gary 
Reitzel, for whom the Training Room of the 
Claremont Rescue Squad was recently named. 
Gary was honored for his service to the 
Claremont Rescue Squad, currently as Secretary-
Treasurer; the Catawba County Rescue 
Association as Commander, Secretary and 
Treasurer; and the North Carolina North Carolina 
State Rescue Association from 1993-2002. He 
was named Outstanding Young Rescuer of the 
Year by the Claremont Jaycees in 1980 and 
recognized as “instrumental in promoting and 
helping to build Claremont Rescue Squad over 
the past 38 years.” 
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ADVANCED GARDENER SERIES AT THE LIBRARY 

The Catawba County Library System is your place to learn, act, and grow 
as they host a new Advanced Gardener Series at two of their branches in 
January. The first presentation of the eleven month series will be, “Soil 
Management: Feed the Soil for a Productive Garden”. 

Dr. George Place, Catawba County Cooperative Extension Director, will be 
teaching about better soil management for improved garden productivity.  
Whatever you are growing – flowers, woody ornamentals, vegetables, fruit, 
trees, or simply a green lawn – soil management is one of the most critical 
components for success. Learn how to sample your soil for analysis, 
manage fertility, lime or acidify your soil, and begin to build your soil 
organic matter content. 

The Advanced Gardener Series will play an integral role in the Farm and 
Food Sustainability Plan passed by Catawba County in 2013, which lays 
out clear action plans in working for a healthier county, while creating a 
local food system and preserving farmland. 

Participants that attend all eleven presentations and conduct twenty hours 
of community garden service in 2016 will receive certification as Advanced 
Gardeners. In addition, they will receive gardening incentives, such as 
coupons and gift certificates from local garden supply businesses, and an 
Advanced Gardening T-shirt! More information on this program will be 
provided at the first session. 

The Catawba County Library System presentations for this month will be at 
the Main Library, Newton on January 19 from 6:30-7:30 pm, and at the 
Maiden Library on January 26 from 6:30- 7:30 pm. If you are not able to 
attend either of those presentations, the Patrick Beaver Memorial Library 
will host the same session on January 14 from 6-7 pm.  

The 2016 series curriculum will be as follows: 

January: Soil Management – Feed the Soil For a Productive Garden 
February: Spring Veggies – Get Growing Before the Heat 
March:  Summer Veggies – Fresh Tomatoes, Cucumbers, and More  
April: Garden Insects - Identify and Manage Pests and Beneficials  
May: Weed Management – You Can Win the Weed War 
June: Garden Diseases – Identify and Manage Diseases and Disorders July: 
Fall Veggies – Harvest From Your Garden Before and After the Frost August: 
Food Preservation for the Garden – Eat Your Harvest All Year September: 
Cover Crops – Grow Your Own Fertilizer 
October: Seed Saving – Techniques to Maximize Seed Quality & Germination  
November – Garden Berries – Grow and Pick Your Own 

For the latest in library news, visit 
http://enewsletter.catawbacountync.gov/library/ or stop by your local 
branch.

 

FEBRUARY 
DEADLINES 

 
January 29- Story concepts, 
for which we must budget a 
lot of space 
 
February 5- Short 
submissions and FINAL 
deadline.  
 
Submissions are placed on a 
first come, first served basis 
as long as space permits 
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