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AASHTO 
Transportation Vanguard Award 2018 

Nominee: Catherine Peele 
 
Catherine Peele graduated from the University of North Carolina at Charlotte with a major in Earth 
Science and moved around the country before finding her place on the coast of North Carolina.  She was 
hired as the Environmental Specialist for the North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) 
Ferry Division in the summer of 2014.  Only sixteen percent of the Ferry Division is female and Catherine 
is among the few non administrative roles women currently hold.  Catherine supervises dredge crew 
members, facility maintenance workers, and others, all men and most older than her.  Catherine has 
done an exceptional job fitting into this challenging culture and has, in fact, thrived.  This is but one 
example of what a unique individual Catherine is. 
 
In 2018 our Deputy Secretary of Multimodal Transportation attended the AASHTO National 
Transportation Advanced Leadership Institute where she learned about the Florida DOT’s Innovation 
program.  Upon returning to the office she appointed a cross departmental committee of young dynamic 
professionals to design a similar innovation program for the North Carolina DOT and asked Catherine to 
chair the effort.  The Deputy Secretary outlined the goals for the effort including a desire to drive a culture 
of innovation in NCDOT, raise the level of employee engagement and job satisfaction, and grow future 
NCDOT leaders.  With little direction beyond the goals, Catherine has successfully lead the planning and 
design effort.  The committee will solicit innovative ideas from employees for improving multimodal 
operations, procedures, projects, customer service, employee morale, etc. through a web portal, 
evaluate submissions, advance those that help the Department achieve its goals, and plan a way to 
celebrate our successful implementations.  Catherine’s leadership skills have been on display 
Department wide as she organized and leads the committee, identified additional resources necessary 
such as communications and information technology, and provided executive level briefings on the 
progress.  Catherine has exceeded the expectations set for her and the committee with each 
accomplishment.   
 
Smartsheet is a new web based program that is designed for organizations to plan, capture, manage, 
automate, and report on work. Our Deputy Secretary learned of the tool and its benefits from the Aviation 
Division and recommended our other modes consider using it to streamline their processes.  Catherine 
took it upon herself to sign up for free trial and teach herself the software.  Once familiar with the tool 
Catherine determined multiple ways it could enhance the Ferry Division’s processes.  Because the 
system is easy to use and web based our Ferry employees can easily track projects across teams.  We 
are creating more transparency in our work across the division, better setting expectations for the 
progress of our work, and holding people accountable more easily which results in a higher level of 
service for the people of North Carolina. 
 
Catherine has become comfortable in her role as the Environmental Specialist, applying for permits that 
are needed to move forward with dredging, land construction activities, in-water piling or bulkhead work, 
and storm water issues.  The Stormwater Pollution Prevention Program requires that all employees 
watch a training DVD each year.  In the past, this was accomplished by taking employees away from 
their regular duties to watch the video, sign a roster, and submit the roster to Catherine for record 
keeping.  In 2017 Catherine worked with the NCDOT Training Coordinators to successfully move the 
training video to an online learning system and assign it to all full-time employees as a mandatory yearly 
task.  Launched in 2018 this new approach reduces the amount of time employees are away from their 
job stations and the amount of paperwork for the Division.  It will also improve efficiency to track training 
records online to ensure compliance with the Stormwater Pollution Prevention Program. 
 
Shortly after being hired she inherited the responsibility of assisting with the Marine Maintenance Unit.  
This unit maintains the ferry channels by means of dredging, and any maintenance to piling clusters and 
ramp/gantry systems.  By 2018 she had fully implemented a system for tracking all activities and 
downtime hours for projects performed by this crew to generate quantitative reports.  She also took on 
the role of learning the newly implemented SAP computer system, attended classes, and became 



responsible for creating any data in the system relating to this unit’s activities.  This data is now used to 
track vessel scheduled and emergency maintenance, costs, and equipment information and can be 
accessed at any time. Ensuring the implementation of SAP into the Marine Maintenance unit, allows for 
data to be analyzed for future funding needs and vessel maintenance needs.  
 
In 2016 Catherine was assigned the task of assisting with the Facilities Maintenance Unit. This unit 
performs preventative maintenance and repairs to all 50 buildings within the Ferry Division and maintains 
the surrounding property.  Facility maintenance requests are submitted to her and she handles the 
lifecycle of work order numbers for the projects.  While work orders had been well maintained in the past 
there was room for improvement.  New preventative maintenance work orders were soon created to 
ensure that regularly schedule actions such as inspections, waste/water samples, and operation of those 
systems were captured on an annual basis and seen as preventative and not corrective.  This approach 
allows final costs of preventative maintenance through the Division to be captured accurately.  
 
With her background Catherine truly cares about being a good steward of the environment and works 
towards having the Ferry Division reduce its carbon footprint. She has begun the process of installing 
LED light fixtures in buildings once the old ones are no longer functional.  These LED lights last longer, 
create less waste, and significantly reduce energy costs over their life.  The Cherry Branch Maintenance 
facility has fully transitioned to LED’s and are already reaping the benefits.  
 
Catherine has worked on several new and innovative projects during her time with the Ferry Division. 
She has been a member of the planning team since creation for the new Hatteras to Ocracoke 
Passenger Ferry launching in 2018.  Catherine has become the go to NCDOT employee for new 
initiatives as she is a self-starter, embraces innovation, requires very little supervision, and regularly 
exceeds the goals established for her.  We have great hopes and plans for Catherine’s leadership growth 
in the Ferry Division and find her most deserving of this unique recognition of someone under 40.  Thank 
you for considering her nomination. 


