
 
Date: July 16, 2020 
 
Staff Contact: David Mau, Director of Public Works, Public Works 
 
Agenda 
Item: 

5.1. – Discussion of the Village's Sidewalk Snow Removal Program 

 
 
 
BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS 
Sidewalk snow removal is a service provided within the structure of the Public Works Department’s 
Snow and Ice Control Operations Program. The Village has provided sidewalk snow removal services at 
some level for decades, and the serviced areas include the more than 60 miles of public sidewalk located 
throughout the Village. In the operational plan, sidewalk snow removal is a low priority (except for the 
downtown business district) compared to snow and ice control efforts on Village streets. During snow 
and ice control events, the Public Works Department’s operational staff is typically divided into two 
teams working 12 hour shifts to provide sufficient labor coverage for all of the street snowplow routes, 
including the business district sidewalks. The goal of snow and ice control operations is to maintain safe 
travel conditions on all the streets within the Village’s jurisdiction, beginning with the main collectors 
and priority one streets, followed by priority two side streets, parking lots and culs-de-sacs. Once these 
priorities are adequately addressed, a few Public Works operators are reallocated to sidewalk snow 
removal.  
 
Sidewalk snow removal is separated into four areas (three residential routes and the downtown 
business district), and each respective area has two levels of priority within them. During snow and ice 
control events, business district sidewalks are plowed and salted as needed while area residential 
sidewalk routes wait until street conditions allow. Public Works crews use two methods of snow 
removal on sidewalks outside of the downtown, depending on snow event conditions (i.e. depth, 
temperature, type of snow): drag plow or snow blower. The drag plow is a steel plate v-plow that is 
pulled behind a tractor, and the snow blower attachment is manufactured by the sidewalk tractor 
companies. Both methods typically leave a thin layer of snow/slush behind (one inch or less) due to the 
inability to remove snow all the way to the surface of the walk, unlike shoveling or a walk-behind snow 
blower. 
 
Public Works has experienced several challenges in recent years in continuing to provide this service. 
First, present staffing levels do not allow for sidewalk snow removal to get started during the height of 
snow events. Second, the bulk of the fleet equipment (there are currently only three operating sidewalk 
tractors - the newest was purchased in 2014 and the replacement cost is over $100,000 for each) that is 
required to provide this service is nearing, or has already reached the end, of its useful life and must be 



 

replaced. Mechanical breakdowns are frequent, and the cost to replace this equipment is expensive. In 
addition to being cost prohibitive, the equipment is typically specific and customized for snow removal 
operations, making them less versatile for use during the other eight to nine months of the year. These 
collective challenges make it difficult to provide the community with the level of service needed. Public 
Works regularly receives calls from residents complaining of sidewalk conditions during and immediately 
following snow events. Some of the complaints received focus on delay in starting the work and for 
others it’s the quality of the removal and the perception that the Village’s efforts make conditions more 
dangerous for pedestrians because of the conditions left behind. It should be noted that this program 
was also somewhat poorly rated in the last two Village-wide community surveys.  
 
Sidewalk snow removal is an important service to continue to provide, but it may be time to consider 
possible modifications to the program. In light of the extensive capital cost needed and the current 
issues with the program, staff would like to discuss this program with the Village Board as we begin to 
develop the CY2021 budget and planning for the next winter season. Possible ways forward include 
reducing the scope of the program, among other options.  
 
Staff will present this item for brief discussion at the July 16 Committee of the Whole meeting. No action 
other than Board feedback is requested at this time. 



 
Date: August 20, 2020 
 
Staff Contact: David Mau, Director of Public Works, Public Works 
 
Agenda 
Item: 

. – Continued Discussion of the Village's Sidewalk Snow Removal 
Program 

 
 
Strategic 
Priority 
Addressed: 

Operational Effectiveness, Financial Sustainability 

 
 
BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS 
Sidewalk snow removal is a service provided within the structure of the Public Works Department’s 
Snow and Ice Control Operations Program. The Village has provided sidewalk snow removal services at 
some level for decades, and the serviced areas include the more than 60 miles of public sidewalk located 
throughout the Village. In the operational plan, sidewalk snow removal is a low priority (except for the 
downtown business district) compared to snow and ice control efforts on Village streets.  
 
At the July 16, 2020 Committee of the Whole meeting, staff presented an overview of the current 
sidewalk snow removal program and the challenges the Department faces in having the resources (labor 
and equipment) to perform this service effectively and efficiently. As was noted the equipment used for 
sidewalk snow plowing is specialized and costly, and because of the lag time from the start of a snow 
event and the dispatching of snow plow tractors, the quality of the removal is only fair on the sidewalk 
in outlying areas of the Village’s sidewalk network. Staff concluded its initial presentation with a 
recommendation that considering the extensive capital cost needed and the current issues with the 
program, it might be prudent to consider reducing the scope of the program going forward. Following 
discussion with the Board, staff was asked to provide some detail on what a reduced program scope 
would look like along with an analysis of the potential savings to the Village in both staff time and 
dollars. Additionally, early messaging of any changes in the program was identified as a priority, and 
staff was asked to provide some more detail on what a communication plan would include. 
 
Using the suggested school and walking routes found in the recommendations of the Active 
Transportation Plan, staff overlaid its current priority sidewalk snowplow maps to develop a proposed 
plan that reduces the total miles of sidewalk to be cleared from approximately 60 to approximately 30. 
The proposed plan would include routes to provide a path to all corners of the community as well as the 
business district. This proposed “priority routes only” plan will reduce the time required to complete a 
single pass by half (three-four hours from six-to-eight). 



 

 
In analyzing the sidewalk snow removal program staff compared the current level of service (status quo) 
to both an improved level of service (quality service) and the reduced proposed plan (priority routes 
only). The attached Exhibit A compares the three levels of service both from a budget and an 
operational impact. 10-year costs for equipment and staffing needs were used to develop annual costs. 
One constant in the analysis for all three levels of service would be maintaining the current number of 
full-time maintenance equipment operators (21) and seasonal employees (six). To provide an improved 
level of service, while continuing to clear 100% of all sidewalks within the Village, will require a 
significant investment in additional staffing and equipment. The “priority routes only” service level 
would reduce the capital equipment costs over time. In the end, the cost savings in reducing the scope 
of this service to priority routes only provides a modest savings in total costs; however, the benefit 
would be an improved service level and condition of the priority sidewalks being cleared.  
 
Staff surveyed neighboring communities, and of those who provide residential sidewalk snow removal 
services, only the City of Highland Park outsources the service. The pricing model from their current 
contractor is based on snowfall events that are greater than four inches, and for their entire 120 miles of 
sidewalk the sidewalk plowing takes from 24 to 48 hours to complete. 
 
Making a change to reduce the total length of residential sidewalk that the Village plows to priority only 
routes, either as a pilot program or permanently, will require communicating expectations to the entire 
community early this fall. Looping in the snowplow contractors who provide service to private property 
owners will be important as well. These contractors are required to obtain an annual license from the 
Village, and letters typically are sent out in September. Many private property owners are already 
clearing the public sidewalk before the Village ever gets to them. 
    
As staff noted in July, sidewalk snow removal is an important service to continue to provide, but it may 
be time to consider modifications to the program. Using the upcoming winter (2020-2021) as a trial 
would be a chance to gauge the effectiveness of the proposed change as well as the reaction from 
residents. Staff would propose making the necessary repairs to the existing fleet of three sidewalk 
tractors to have them available for the upcoming season; the next scheduled replacement of a sidewalk 
tractor could be included in an upcoming budget for consideration. 
 
Staff will present this item for continued discussion at the August 20 Committee of the Whole meeting. 
If the Board agrees with the staff recommendation, staff would seek further input and begin the 
development of a communication plan.  
 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 

1. Sidewalk Snow Removal Analysis 2020 
2. Proposed Sidewalk Snow Removal Routes 



Exhibit A

Number of 

Sidewalk 

Plows

Cost of Sidewalk 

Tractor per year (Est. 

$80,000 per machine 

and assuming a ten 

year lifespan)

Estimated Repairs 

and Maintenance 

(Estimated $2,400 

per machine/year)

Estimated 

Fuel 

(Estimated 

$630 per 

machine/yea

r)

Additional 

Staff Needed 

(Temp.)

4 Months 

Salary    

($8,750 per 

employee/ye

ar)

10 Year Total 

Costs
Annual costs

Net 

difference 

from status 

quo level of 

service

Status Quo 3 $240,000 72,000$                 18,900$     -$           -$            $330,900 $33,090 $0

Quality Service* 4 $320,000 96,000$                 25,200$     4$               350,000$   $791,200 $79,120 -$46,030

Priority Routes Only 2 $160,000 48,000$                 12,600$     -$           -$            $220,600 $22,060 $11,030

Sidewalk 

Mileage
Avg. MPH Machines

Status Quo 60 5 3

Quality Service* 60 5 4

Priority Routes Only 30 5 2

Status Quo

Quality Service

Priority Routes Only

3-4

*The "Quality Service" option first pass would be finished before the other two 

options, as additional staff means that employees would start to clear snow during 

the event rather than after the event. 

Currently PW staffs sidewalk snow removal after streets and downtown have received adequate clearing. Three machines are 

currently available for snow clearing operations, with anticipated purchases in summer of 2021 and 2024. Two to three MEO's 

or Temps are assigned to sidewalk clearing operations when available. 

To provide a high level of service the Village would need a minimum of four machines to clear the three routes and the 

downtown. Machines would need to be replaced approximately every 10 to 12 years. The hire of four additional temporary 

employees would be needed to ensure a minimum level of coverage during snow events.

Provide snow clearing on priority one sidewalks and critical sidewalks surrounding schools only. Minimum of two machines 

needed and initial response would still depend on clearing of streets and downtown walks first.

*While the annual cost for the "Quality Service" option is calculated based on the four month snow seasonal, it should be noted that this only includes the 

cost of hiring additional employees for four months. In actuality, the PW Dept. would likely have to hire these seasonals for the entire year to attract 

applicants. This would be an additional cost of $105,000 annually. 

Budget Impact of Alternative Sidewalk Snow Removal Options

Level of Service

10 Year Equipment Costs 10 Year Staffing Costs Total Costs

Approximate Hours 

to Complete One 

Pass

6-8

Operational Impact of Alternative Sidewalk Snow Removal Options

4-6
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