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In light of the fact that a number of the initial teleconferences 
were held between district and residency offices, the Teleconferencing 
Task Group recommended that teleconferencing units be installed in the 
six residency offices in the Salem District to determine whether or not 
the Department's teleconferencing system should be extended beyond the 
district level and into the residency level. 

Consequently, units were installed in the Salem, Christiansburg, 
Bedford, Hillsville, Martinsville, and Rocky Mount residency offices. 
The units, manufactured by Westell, Inc., are called "conference 
telephones." They are designed for use in individual offices or small 
con.ference rooms and feature hands-free, voice activated operation. The 
audio quality exceeds that of the traditional desktop "square box" but 
is inferior to the Darome units being used in the district offices. The 
cost of these units was about half that of the Darome units. 

Interviews with the six resident engineers using the Westell units 
revealed mixed feelings about the utility of the units. Three of them 
reported using the units regularly, two said they were using them 
infrequently, and one reported little or no usage. 

All six of the engineers found the Westell units to be quite useful 
for teleconferencing between the district and the residencies. Having a 
system which can interface with the district office, they said, was 
extremely beneficial in allowing all residencies to receive information 
simultaneously. For this reason, all resident engineers believed that 
the residency teleconferencing system was probably more important to the 
district engineer than to them individually. Several also stated that 
the hands-free feature of the units was most desirable. All agreed that 
using a microphone with such a unit would prove cumbersome. 

During the recent flood in southwest Virginia, the residency 
teleconferencing system provided a much needed means of communication 
between the district and certain flood-torn residencies. Those who used 
the system during this period agree that for emergency situations the 
teleconferencing system is invaluable. The system allowed communication 
among groups of people during a four-or-five-day period and thus enabled 
the Department to react quickly to adverse conditions. 

When asked what their reaction would be to the removal of the 
Westell units, only two of the six engineers thought it would have no 
effect on their operations. The other four have become increasingly 



dependent upon the units as a communications tool and would not 
willingly give them up. 

While some resident engineers use the residency teleconferencing 
system less than others, it is the author's opinion that the system can 
be of assistance to the residencies and should be left in place. 
Communications during emergency situations and meetings between the 
residency and district office staffs represent-the primary uses for the 
system. In 1985 the system was used for meetings four times and in 
emergency situations numerous times. From a cost savings standpoint, 
the system has more than paid for itself through removing the need for 
travel by the resident engineers on these occasions. From the 
standpoint of use, it appearsthat the system is being used about as 
much as it is going to be. Occasionally, it is being used for 
conference calls and as a hands,free telephone. 

For all of the aforementioned reasons, it is the author's opinion 
that the residency teleconferencing system in the Salem District is a 
useful communications tool. While it is not recommended that the 
residency system be expanded into all districts, it is recommended that 
the districts be looked at on a case-by-case basis to determine if a 
teleconferencing system is warranted. Where there is a great deal of 
communication between the district and residency offices--especially 
those separated by great distances--the installation of a teleconferencing system should be considered. In the Bristol District, 
for example, records show that several teleconferences between district 
and residency personnel have been held over the last two years. In 
these communications, however, the residency personnel have continued to 
use telephones, and it is believed that this situation could be improved 
if they were provided units such as those now in the Salem District 
residencies to allow group interactions in each office. 

Finally, whether or not teleconferencing is to become a useful 
means of communication among field personnel depends a great deal on the 
personalities involved. This author found that some field managers, as 
a matter of style, simply do not prefer to communicate via an electronic 
medium. On the other hand, some do. Thus, any attempt on the part of 
the Department to expand teleconferencing to the residency level has to 
take into account, along with all of the aforementioned items, the style 
of the district engineer as well as the resident engineers who will 
potentially become the users of the system. The Department should make 
every effort to avoid force-feeding this technology to individuals who 
are going to resist using it. While no doubt difficult, this judgment 
must be made to avoid an unnece.ssary expenditure for equipment which 
likely will not be used. 
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