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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

File ID No. 2007137 

 

 

On April 27, 2007, the Office of the Inspector General (“OIG”) received an anonymous 

letter accusing Ohio Department of Transportation (“ODOT”) Deputy Director Thomas J. 

Wester of unethical conduct. The letter alleged that Wester demanded restitution from 

National Engineering and Contracting Company (“National”) after his car hit a pothole 

on Interstate 270 near State Route 161 in Columbus and damaged a tire rim. The OIG 

opened an investigation on April 30, 2007. 

 

Our investigation found that Wester did not demand or receive payment for his bent rim. 

However, we found that Wester engaged in unprofessional conduct when he ordered 

ODOT employees to deliver the rim to National as a “present” along with the admonition 

that this was “the first impression [of National] of the new director of District 6.” 

 

We also found that a month after Wester had his tire rim delivered to National, he 

ordered another ODOT employee to send the company a letter, informing National that it 

was out of contract compliance due to excessive litter on the job site. Wester denied any 

nexus between the letter and his bent tire rim, but he could not recall authorizing any 

other such letter since being appointed deputy director. 

 

Wester hit the pothole on February 27, 2007. After making his displeasure known to 

ODOT supervisors, he put the bent rim in a cardboard box and brought it to an ODOT 

field office on March 14, 2007, ordering that it be placed next to National’s mailbox with 

only his business card attached. Officials at National were furious when they received the 

rim later that morning. ODOT has a claims process for motorists whose vehicles have 

been damaged, and National officials said it was unclear whether Wester was bypassing 

that process and demanding payment under the table, or simply trying to intimidate them. 
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Wester acknowledged that he badly mishandled the matter involving his tire rim, but only 

after extensive equivocation. He initially referred to the tire rim as “a gag award” and 

later claimed that he sent it to National officials because he wanted them to tell him 

“from a problem-solving . . . standpoint” whether the bent rim was the result of his own 

poor driving. In our opinion, the evidence shows that neither of these explanations is 

remotely credible. 

 

Although Wester did not demand compensation for his tire rim, our finding is that his 

actions were unprofessional and constitute an appearance of impropriety. We are making 

one recommendation and are asking ODOT to respond to this office within the next 60 

days with a plan outlining how it will be implemented.
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I. BASIS FOR INVESTIGATION 

 

On April 26, 2007, Les Reel, chief investigator at the Ohio Department of Transportation 

(“ODOT”), forwarded to the Office of the Inspector General (“OIG”) an anonymous 

letter sent on April 24, 2007. The letter made various allegations against Thomas J. 

Wester, deputy director of ODOT District 6, including a claim that Wester demanded 

restitution from National Engineering and Contracting Company (“National”) after his 

car hit a pothole on a highway resurfacing project overseen by National. On April 30, 

2007, the OIG opened an investigation to determine whether Wester abused his authority. 

 

 

II. ACTION TAKEN IN FURTHERANCE OF INVESTIGATION 

 

We reviewed ODOT’s Damage Incident reporting procedures and state ethics policies. 

We also interviewed various National personnel, Wester and ODOT transportation 

managers and engineers assigned to oversee the ODOT resurfacing project at Interstate 

270 and State Route 161 in Columbus. 

 

 

III. DISCUSSION 

 

National is the prime contractor on ODOT Project No. 163-2004, a $115 million major 

reconstruction project on Interstate 270 near State Route 161 in northeast Columbus. The 

project, begun in May 2004, involves reconstruction of the Route 161 interchanges at I-

270 and Sunbury Road and includes 17 bridges, 18 ramps and five miles of highway. 

National is a subsidiary of Balfour Beatty, a construction and engineering conglomerate 

based in London, England. 

 

Wester is the new deputy director of ODOT District 6 in Delaware. He previously served 

as deputy director of the Columbus Public Service Department. He was hired by ODOT 

on February 20, 2007. 
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Potholes are a common byproduct of highway construction, particularly during the winter 

months. Because ODOT is responsible for maintaining Ohio’s interstates and state roads, 

the agency has established a claims process1 for motorists whose vehicles have been 

damaged by a pothole, road debris or due to a collision with an ODOT vehicle. Damage 

claims are filed with, and adjudicated by, the Ohio Court of Claims.2 

 

 

Allegation:  ODOT District 6 Deputy Director Thomas J. Wester improperly sought 

reimbursement from an ODOT contractor for damage to his car. 

 

Wester hit a pothole on I-270 on the evening of February 27, 2007, while returning home 

from work one week after being appointed the new deputy director of ODOT District 6. 

Wester said he was alone in his car when his left front tire hit the pothole as he was 

driving south on I-270 near State Route 161. 

 

Wester said he discovered on the following weekend that his left front tire rim was bent 

and said he had it replaced at a cost to him of about $50. Wester did not file a claim for 

reimbursement via ODOT’s Damage Incident reporting process, nor did he fill out the 

standard claims form utilized by Balfour Beatty. 

 

ODOT managers said Wester was clearly piqued by the damage to his tire rim, discussing 

it with several subordinates in the following days. On the morning of March 14, 2007, he 

brought the bent rim in a cardboard box to ODOT’s field office on East Dublin-Granville 

Road in Westerville and instructed Dan Johnson, the lead ODOT engineer on the I-270 

project, to give it to National, along with one of Wester’s business cards. 

 

Johnson recalls Wester telling him, “I brought National a present.” Johnson said he asked 

Wester whether he was seeking compensation and that Wester said no, he simply wanted 

                                                 
1 http://www.buckeyetraffic.org/feedback.asp# 
2 http://www.cco.state.oh.us/ 



 3

National officials to know that his bent tire rim was “the first impression [of National] of 

the new director of District 6.” 

 

Joe Gallagher, a National project engineer, said he found the tire rim next to the 

company’s mailbox on March 14, 2007. Taped to the box was Wester’s business card. 

There was no note. When Gallagher asked why the rim was there, he said Eric Kahlig, an 

ODOT transportation engineer, told him it was a “present” from the new deputy director. 

Gallagher said he asked Kahlig whether Wester was demanding restitution and said 

Kahlig responded: “I don’t have any idea.” 

 

National officials said they were angered and offended by Wester’s actions, and company 

Superintendent Mike Carey instructed his safety manager, Ryan Nicholson, to 

immediately call Wester and tape-record the conversation. A copy of the 8½-minute 

audiotape was provided to the OIG by Balfour Beatty’s general counsel in Atlanta. 

 

A transcript of the phone conversation on March 14, 2007, (Exhibit A) between Wester 

and Nicholson shows that Wester neither demanded compensation nor threatened the 

contractor. After Nicholson told Wester that National officials got his “message” from 

Kahlig and wanted to know whether “maybe you don’t feel we’re doing our job 

adequately,” Wester told Nicholson he understood that potholes are endemic to 

resurfacing projects but that they also are a reflection of ODOT’s performance. Most of 

the remainder of the discussion was devoted to National’s safety record and the 

company’s response time to pothole complaints. 

 

Carey followed up the conversation by calling Johnson and Kahlig to complain about 

what he perceived to be Wester’s unprofessionalism and veiled threats. Both ODOT 

employees said they told Carey that, as Johnson put it, “We’re just messengers who were 

passing along the message.” All parties agree that these phone conversations were the last 

discussions between National and ODOT officials about Wester’s tire rim. 
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In an interview with the OIG, Wester said he never intended to seek compensation from 

the contractor and simply wanted National to fill the pothole so that another motorist 

didn’t hit it. ODOT employees Kahlig, Johnson and Dicke all corroborated Wester’s 

contention that he did not demand remuneration from National, nor has the contractor 

paid it. 

 

When asked why he sent National his bent tire rim instead of calling a company official 

to discuss the incident, Wester responded: “I didn’t know anybody at National. I didn’t 

know who to contact.” Told that he could have asked one of his supervisors for a contact, 

Wester conceded: “Maybe I should have sat down and talked with the guy. I’ll grant you 

that.” 

 

Wester also referred to the tire rim as “a gag-award type thing,” and told us that part of 

his purpose in sending it to the contractor was to determine whether the damage was 

caused by his poor driving. Wester claimed that this information would help him “from a 

problem-solving, from an analysis standpoint.” 

 

Although Wester had no further contact with National about the tire rim after his March 

14, 2007, phone conversation with Nicholson, he acknowledged that he ordered Dicke to 

send company officials a letter (Exhibit B) on April 12, 2007, informing them that they 

were out of compliance with their contract due to “construction litter, roadway 

litter/cleanliness and unacceptable storage of construction materials.” Following a tour of 

the site by National and ODOT officials, National addressed some of the items but noted 

in its April 19, 2007, response (Exhibit C) that “the majority of what was observed was 

general roadway dirt and public litter, which we have no control over.” The letter also 

noted that below-average temperatures, with rain and snow, did not present ideal 

conditions for sweeping roads. 

 

The letter concluded: “We are well aware of the contract requirement and were surprised 

to receive this letter since this work had been previously discussed, was ongoing and do 

[sic] to weather conditions could not have been completed prior to this time.” 
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Wester denied that Dicke’s letter was related to his bent tire rim, but he acknowledged 

that he has not ordered any other such letter to be sent to an ODOT contractor since 

taking office. 

 

Although Wester provided several justifications for his actions, he admitted to us that he 

mishandled the incident and should have contacted the contractor directly. “If I had to do 

it over again,” he said, “I would do it a different way, without a doubt.” 

 

Accordingly, we do not find reasonable cause to believe a wrongful act occurred in this 

instance, but we do find that Wester’s actions constitute an appearance of impropriety. 

 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

 

Although Wester contends that it was never his intention to seek compensation from 

National for his bent tire rim, it is impossible to view his actions in this matter as 

anything other than tacitly, if not overtly, threatening and thus an abuse of his authority. 

By ordering his subordinates to deliver the tire rim to National in a cardboard box with 

only his business card attached, he left it up to National officials to determine his 

motives. None of the possibilities show Wester in a favorable light. 

 

Wester clearly did not, as the anonymous letter-writer asserted, demand restitution from 

National. However, his actions appear to have been an attempt to intimidate company 

officials. While not rising to the level of wrongdoing, they were clearly unprofessional. 

 

Wester then compounded his mistake by turning up the heat on National officials a few 

weeks later when he ordered an ODOT transportation manager to send a letter warning 

that National was out of compliance with its contract due to poor site conditions at the 

project. Wester denied a linkage between the letter and his bent tire rim, but his earlier 

actions raise questions about his motives and he conceded that no other contractors in his 

district have received similar letters since he took office. 
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When we questioned ODOT employees about this incident, to a person, they all indicated 

that they found Wester’s directions to be peculiar and said they were uncomfortable 

complying with them.3 However, the employees said they followed Wester’s instructions 

because he was the boss. 

 

 

V. RECOMMENDATION 

 

Based on the results of our investigation, we make the following recommendation and 

request that ODOT respond to this office within the next 60 days with a plan as to how 

the recommendation will be implemented: 

 

1. ODOT should take the necessary steps to ensure that its managers maintain an 

appropriate level of professionalism when dealing with contractors, employees 

and the public. 

 

 

                                                 
3 In the future, ODOT and other state employees who believe they have been asked to engage in 
unprofessional conduct or who wish to report wrongdoing can file an anonymous or confidential complaint 
by calling the Office of the Inspector General at 644-9110 or toll-free 1-800-686-1525. 


