
Excellence in executive recruiting.

City of Cortez, Colorado
PUBLIC WORKS DIRECTOR



THE COMMUNITY
Just to the west of the majestic San 
Juan Mountains, high on southwest 
Colorado’s desert plateau sits 
the City of Cortez. “Platted in 
1886, incorporated in 1902, and 
becoming a city in 1952, the 
founding date of Cortez is (open) 

to interpretation,” says the City’s 
budget. Rich in ancient history 
and natural beauty, Cortez (pop. 
8,800, elev. 6,191, 6.21 sq. mi.) is 
the largest city in, and county seat 
of, Montezuma County. Residents 
enjoy access to the massive San 
Juan National Forest, every manner 
of outdoor recreation, and the 
serenity of the high desert and the 
American West.

The Ancestral Pueblo people made 
this region their home for some 700 
years between the years 600 and 
1300 CE. Cortez is ten miles west 
of Mesa Verde National Park and 

about three hours from New Mexico’s 
Chaco Culture National Historical 
Park (Chaco Canyon). Both sites 
were major centers of culture for 
the Ancestral Puebloans, whose cliff 
dwellings, including the showpiece 
Cliff Palace, are remarkably well-
preserved at Mesa Verde, inspirational 

evidence of their rich culture and 
sophisticated community. The Ute 
Mountain Ute Indian Reservation is 
immediately to the south.

Named for Spanish Conquistador 
Hernán Cortés, the city is also about 
45 minutes northeast of the famous 
Four Corners Monument, which is 
located within the Navajo Nation 
and the only place where four states 
meet – one can stand in Utah, 
Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico 
at the same time. Cortez’s economy 
benefits from the tourist traffic along 
U.S. 160 between these two classic 
destinations, and the city hosts a 
Colorado Welcome Center.

Cortez residents enjoy a strong 
sense of community, and they 
love the serene setting, good 
weather, high quality of life, and 
raising families in this quintessential 
western small town. The city is 
friendly. Neighbors here look out 
for one another. Water, mountain, 
and desert recreation are easily 
available. Durango is located 45 

minutes to the east, and Telluride’s 
world class skiing is 90 minutes 
northeast, while Moab’s red rocks, 
mountain bike trails, and Arches 
National Park are two hours away 
in Utah.

The city operates the Cortez Public 
Library. The Montezuma-Cortez 
School District RE-1 includes four 
elementary schools, a middle 
school, and a high school, 
along with charter schools and 
a Montessori School. Southwest 
Memorial Hospital is located in 
town, with Mercy Regional Medical 
Center (Centura Health) 50 miles 
to the east. The Cortez Municipal 
Airport and the Durango-La 
Plata County Airport both offer 
commercial flights. To learn more 
about the City of Cortez, please 
visit https://www. cityofcortez.com.

THE ORGANIZATION
Cortez adopted its home-rule 
charter in June 1957 and operates 
under the council-manager form 
of government. In April of even-
numbered years, citizens elect a 
seven-member city council, who sets 
policy, enacts ordinances, adopts the 
budget, and hires the city manager, 
who oversees day-to-day operations.

Cortez is one of Colorado’s best 
kept secrets, a beautiful, mature, 
full-service municipality where 
one might not expect to find 
one. The city provides services 
well beyond those provided by 
others its size, including a regional 
emergency communications and 
dispatch center, a fiber optic system 
(thirdparty franchisee), residential and 
commercial refuse / recycle service, 
and the Cortez Animal Shelter.

The city is emerging from a 
challenging period. Back in 2016, 
while changing finance software 
systems, Cortez regrettably fell 
victim to embezzlement. Working 
methodically and as expeditiously 
as is prudent, city council, 

QUICK FACTS

Population   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8,800

Size   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  6.21 sq mi

Elevation  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6,191 feet

FY 2022 Budget (proposed):   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  
$30 M; GF $12.2 M

FTE (2022 proposed):   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 135
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management, the city’s finance 
team, and contracted external 
auditors are close to completion of 
audits and annual financial reports 
for fiscal years 2017 through 2020. 
Cortez anticipates all audits to be 
completed within a reasonable time, 
possibly before the end of 2021. 
The city expects to be restored to 
a normal financial course in 2022. 
Cortez has a proposed budget 
of approximately $30 million for 

FY 2022 (GF $12.2 million) that 
will support all City services and 
approximately 135 FTEs.

THE DIRECTOR AND THE
DEPARTMENT
This career opportunity is available 
with the recent departure of Mr. Phil 
Johnson, who capably and effectively 
served Cortez as public works director 
for nearly eight years. Last spring, the 
city council hired City Manager Drew 
Sanders, who has quickly established 
himself as a principled, hard-working, 
and results-oriented leader. In 

addition to leading the efforts to bring 
current Cortez’s financial reports, 
Mr. Sanders is actively building his 
leadership team, including the next 
public works director. 

The public works department 
includes several divisions: the 
water system (including a 240-kw 
hydroelectric plant), engineering 
(currently contracted), solid waste 
(refuse and recycling services), GIS 

(contracted), and streets (53 road 
miles), to include maintenance, 
snow and ice removal, street 
cleaning, and traffic services. The 
department manages its own major 
capital projects, primarily water 
and streets, and a separate general 
services department manages 
Cortez’s other capital projects.  The 
Cortez Sanitation District handles 
wastewater.. The incumbent public 
works superintendents and all 
staff are collegial, competent, 
and committed – an experienced, 
effective team. The proposed 

departmental budget for FY2022 is 
$9.97 million supporting 33 FTE, and 
usually two seasonal employees.

Major projects planned for 2022 
include reconstruction and paving 
portions of N. Mildred Rd. and S. 
Sligo St., and completion of the 
water tank rehabilitation project. 
Issues facing the department include 
prioritization of projects within 
available resources, management of 
community expectations, an aging 
water delivery infrastructure, poor 
streets, the anticipated retirements 
of senior staff, and asset replacement 
(garbage truck fleet), among others.

A bachelor’s degree in civil 
engineering, public administration, 
business administration, or a closely 
related field, plus ten years of 
increasingly responsible experience 
in public works, including three 
to five years of supervisory and 
administrative responsibility in 
public works, or an equivalent 
combination of education and 
experience that demonstrate 
the skills, knowledge, and 
abilities needed for this position 
are required. A professional 
engineering license is preferred.

THE IDEAL CANDIDATE
The next public works director is 
an experienced engineering and 
public works professional, who 
appreciates Cortez as a community, 
an organization, and as her or 
his home. In this community 
where expectations outpace 
resources, the ideal candidate 
must be thick-skinned, decisive 
and strong, with the ability to 

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN

SCHEDULE
Filing Deadline   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .November 8, 2021

Preliminary Interviews  .  .  .  .  .  .  .November 15-19, 2021

Recommendation of Candidates  .  .  . November 23, 2021

Finalist Interview Process  .  .  .  .  .  .  . December 10, 2021

Absent unforeseen circumstances, the recruitment will follow the schedule below .  Be mindful of the 
filing deadline and final interview dates, which are unlikely to change .
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APPLY
To be considered for this excellent professional opportunity, please email only your cover letter and resume to  
apply@columbialtd.com, naming your files Last.First.CL and Last.First.Resume.  Receipt of your submittal will be acknowledged 
within two business days.  All applicants will be updated on their status following the Recommendation of Candidates.  

If you have any questions regarding the recruitment process, or this opportunity, please feel free to call Andrew Gorgey 
directly at (970) 987-1238.  For more information, visit the Columbia ltd website: https://columbialtd.com. 

stand her or his ground and say 
“no” tactfully;  unafraid of hard 
decisions, risktaking, and failure; 
and able to admit mistakes and to 
seek advice. The city manager is 
looking for a public works director 
with grit, a strong servant leader 
and effective manager, with strong 
situational awareness and the ability 

to pivot, adapt, and respond as 
conditions warrant, e.g., monsoons, 
stormwater, etc. Compassion, 
humility, empathy, common sense, 
and a high level of emotional 
intelligence will be essential to the 
next director’s success, as will be the 
ability to communicate comfortably 
with persons from every walk of life.

The preferred candidate is technically 
capable in all respects, and Cortez 
prefers to hire a licensed professional 
engineer as its public works director. 
The successful candidate is also 
experienced in budget forecasting, 
development, and oversight, and 
public works financing. Although 
the general services department 

oversees capital projects, experience 
with design-build, design-bid-build, 
and construction-manager-at-risk 
methods is helpful. She or he is 
visionary and forward-thinking, but 
realistic.

The ideal candidate understands the 
dual nature of public works as both 
an essential, and highly visible, public 

service, but also as a department 
that collaborates regularly with the 
other departments of the city. The 
next director must understand how 
public works operations interact with 
the rest of the city’s operations.

The next director will be candid, 
direct, and transparent, but also 
polite and professional. She or he 
has expert outward-facing, and 
inward-facing, communication and 
presentation skills and the ability to 
communicate to broad audiences, 
including presentations to the 
city council, briefings to the city 
manager, and regular engagement 
with volunteer groups and citizens. 
The ideal candidate is politically 
astute but apolitical. 

Finally, the next director is not a 
micromanager, but instead is a 
teambuilder, someone committed 
to staff development, who is 
able to delegate effectively and 
to maximize the potential of all 
persons under her or his authority. 
She or he is friendly, open, 
honest, and approachable, with a 
sense of humor.

Total Compensation

The annual salary range for this 

position is $78,395 to $121,597, 

and appointment will be made 

depending upon the qualifications 

of the selected candidate . Cortez 

is willing to negotiate a higher 

salary for a licensed professional 

engineer . In addition, the 

following benefits are provided: 

health (City pays approx . 90%, 

employee, 10%) and dental 

(City pays 100%) insurances; 

life insurance; mandatory 5% 

supplemental retirement, matched 

100% by the city, plus optional 

voluntary deferred compensation 

plan; vacation, sick, and 

discretionary leave, plus 10 paid 

holidays; and employee assistance 

program . Relocation assistance 

subject to negotiation . Excellence 

in Executive Recruiting Courtesy 

of Mesa Verde Country

Excellence in Executive Recruiting
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