Transcript for The City of Ohio State Podcast Season 5, Episode 5 – Summer Work with Tom Ekegren and Pete Calamari
[Music]
The City of Ohio State podcast takes a deep dive into the support services that keep Ohio State's Columbus campus running 24/7. Hear from industry experts and facilities safety, transportation, and more. The City of Ohio State podcast is brought to you by the Office of Administration and Planning. Hello and welcome to the City of Ohio State podcast. I'm your host, Brooke Bartholomew. 
[Music fades out]
As many students have headed home for the summer, work across campus is ramping up to prepare for the next wave of Buckeyes returning in the fall. From sidewalks and roadways to the interiors of buildings, projects are underway all across the university to help us better understand the scope of this work and what happens on campus during the summer months, we're joined by Pete Calamari, associate vice president of operations for facilities, Operations and Development, or FOD, and Tom Ekegren. He's the director of engineering and infrastructure projects for Facilities Design and Construction, or FDC. Thank you both for joining us. Oh, pleasure. Thank you. We'll start with you, Tom. There are numerous major projects happening this summer. Can you walk us through some of the work currently underway and what these projects will accomplish for campus? Great question. We have a wide range of exterior projects underway, everything from renovating utility tunnels to upgrading domestic water lines, sanitary sewers and roadways. On interior projects, we're replacing plumbing systems, electrical switchgear and roofing. At the end of the day, all of this work is about improving the reliability and resiliency of campus. We really take advantage of the summer months to tackle projects that have the biggest impact, while fewer students are on campus. And Pete, inside buildings, work is happening that many people might never see, but it's equally as important as the projects that are visible as people walk across campus. So what are some examples of the behind-the-scenes improvements taking place this summer? Yeah, so there's a ton of things we do over the course of the summer. Some are public facing, some are in the back of the house. But a big point of focus, particularly in the summer, is what's happening in the winter, right? So we're trying to think one season ahead. So we have half dozen steam infrastructure upgrades going on. And, you know, if you're familiar with Ohio State, Ohio State runs on steam, right? So that's this is our window to fix all our heating problems from last year and get get ahead for projects of the upcoming cycle. So there's always that. Then there's a lot of public space refresh things like painting, finish work, carpentry, flooring, and there's a ton of that kind of work going on all across campus, maybe twelve to fifteen buildings. And then our HVAC staff are out very actively, not only addressing the issues that come up over the course of a warm summer, but trying to make upgrades for the spring, when in the fall, when students come back to campus. So it's been a very busy season for us. Yeah, it's always a busy season in the summer for you guys. Our social team is actually working on a story right now where they're going around this whole summer, gathering pictures of people doing work across campus, whether it's painting, doing interior exterior work, just refreshing the spaces. And then we're going to put it all together in one slideshow and throw it online and on social. So be on the lookout for that, too. Tom. The Woody Hayes Drive work supports the Innovation District. How does infrastructure like this help prepare campus for future growth when a large district like the Innovation District is being planned, one of the first steps is evaluating the capacity of the existing infrastructure. Through that process, we identified that the sanitary sewer capacity in that area was limited. That Woody Hayes Drive project is extending a new public sanitary sewer into the district to support future growth. It's been a great partnership with the city of Columbus, and it's a key step in making sure we're ready for what's ahead. And pet projects like electrical upgrades, fire system replacements and plumbing renovations are essential for keeping buildings safe and functional. What do these projects look like from an operations standpoint? So for operations, right. There's a scale of projects that we manage ourselves. As they got bigger, they go to Tom's team and that becomes like a critical partnership for us, for the campus. So a lot of the work that Tom's team is going to do over the course of the summer started with operations, and we were able to identify, scope and funding, work collaboratively together, and then turn it over to Tom's team to actually design and construct. So that's a big part of, you know, that level of work and a big part of what FOD and FDC do together, and we'll get more to partnerships in just a second. But Tom, for people traveling around campus this summer, there will be some changes like College Road restrictions and Woody Hayes Drive lane closures. So what should students, faculty and staff or anyone visiting campus know about before returning in the fall? Well, we plan for most of our major impacts to happen during the summer, but some projects will carry into the fall semester. For example, the rebuild of College Road will definitely extend into the fall. We encourage students, faculty and staff to plan ahead and follow posted detours around the construction areas. A little extra time and awareness will go a long way, and we always post road closures and things like that on all of our social media channels and also on ttm.osu.edu, so you can check those out as well. Pete, how has the approach to campus operations changed over the years as buildings and technology have evolved? Well, it's kind of interesting, like one of the summer projects that's going on across the entire academic campus is tap and go. So tap and go is upgrading all the entry points, and you just have to swipe your card. And there were certain vulnerabilities to that. Now that's all been done. So we're upgrading three thousand doors over the course of the summer. It'll be easier for students. They'll be able to leverage other services through their card. So that's something that's going on. That's summer. That's just kind of a one off. But you know, I've been here roughly twenty years now. So when I got here, there was four people that worked in building automation. Wow. Now there's eighteen. So, so many things are now networked together. They run differently. They have such a level of kind of complication and technology embedded in them. That's just part of our daily lives. So even the lock and key shop, when I got here, you know, it was all basic traditional locksmiths. Now there's four people that are network oriented workers. So that's just something that continues to grow. And with the implementation of AI and all these little analytical tools that we could leverage, the campus really has changed quite a bit just how it runs. Yeah, the Buck ID tap feature is so nice. I just keep my Buck ID in the back of my phone, and now I can just I don't even have to take it out. Yeah, it's like we get used to every easier thing when it happens now. Like, I can't believe I have to swipe. Yeah. Now it's such a hassle to do that. So this is a question for both of you. Where do you think people will really notice your team's work when they return to campus in the fall? I'll start with you. Our projects are very intentional. Um, ideally unnoticeable when the work's complete. But during construction, though, we know we can create a lot of disruption. So we really focus on balancing that short term impact with the long-term benefit. Many of our projects require utility outages, and I'm sure a wise man once said a planned outage is far better than an unplanned outage. And that's where we work with others, work with building occupants, work with operations to to make those things go as smoothly as they can. Yeah. And for us, you know, when people come to campus and they return to campus after they've been gone, it's the physical space. So it's the grounds. It's it's the mirror Lake area. It's it's the Oval. So it's all these kind of things. So this summer we planted between, you know, late spring and early summer, we'll do almost eight thousand plantings and kind of change the complexion of campus. And that'll be something people that will stay with people for a very long time. So I think that's a really special moment for us. When new students arrive or old students return for football games and really enjoy the physical space itself. A couple podcast episodes ago, we spoke with Aaron Rumbaugh and he was talking about how you guys helped create the blueprint for students memories when they think about campus. And I think that's really amazing that both of you are part of that. When you think of students who are reminiscing on their college experience, the places that you guys create are literally the backdrop to those memories. I think that's really amazing. So how do your teams work together to accomplish projects, and is there anything you're currently collaborating on? So the work that Tom is going to do this summer and his team is going to do this summer, started two years ago in operations and collective. We identify projects and funding and all these kind of things and then have collaborated, you know, very purposefully on design and what we're hoping to get out of it and what the value is. So that's so the next cycle is really what we're starting now. So there's projects being selected now and just design review and really setting expectations and what the campus really needs. So it's an ongoing process. It never really kind of ends, right? The project originates in operations. We take it, we deliver the project, and then we turn over that product back to operations to maintain for the next twenty or thirty years. Yeah. So it's really been a great, you know, kind of relationship that we've developed. And I think, you know, the people know each other. They're very comfortable working for each other. And really, you know, everybody's now developed a certain level of expertise in all the different things we do. And one final question for each of you, as I mentioned earlier, the scope of your work often happens quietly, but it ends up impacting nearly every person on campus. So what is something about campus operations or infrastructure that you think people would be surprised to learn? So I had, you know, one thing that I noticed when I was walking up here to do the podcast, I was looking at light poles that needed to be painted. And I know that sounds like a silly thing, but there's nineteen hundred ornamental light poles on the Ohio State campus. Budget wise, we can do fifty to one hundred a year. So that means over the course of the twenty years I've been here, I think I've painted almost every single light pole in this campus. Probably something that you think about. Right. So nobody would ever. Yeah. Yeah. It's like, oh, that looks bad. We got to get on that. But then once it's done, it is something that people are like, oh my gosh, it looks so nice out here. Why they can't pinpoint it. But that's probably one of the reasons. Yeah, it's all about scale and trying to, you know, set the visual cues that people pick up on. Yeah, yeah. When classes are in session, main campus is one of the largest ten cities in Ohio. And on football Saturdays we jump in the top five. So that kind of speaks to the type of infrastructure and buildings and facilities. We have to have to maintain that type of population to come in through campus. That really drives our teams to make sure we have a product that can last those twenty, thirty, forty years. 

[Music fades in]

Pete and Tom, thank you both for your time and for the work that you and your teams do to keep campus running smoothly. Thank you. It was a real pleasure, as always. The City of Ohio State podcast is brought to you by the Office of Administration and Planning. Until next time, be kind and go Bucks!
[Music fades out]


