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Harsh Realities of a Design Build Project

• Introduction

• Background

• Problems and Outcomes

• Lessons Learned

• Questions and Discussion
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Introduction

• Client – Municipality, “The City”

• Project – Replace existing underground 

storage tanks (USTs) at bus 

fueling/maintenance/storage facility

• Member Firm Assignment – Perform UST 

replacement as leader of design/build team

3



E L E V A T E  L E A D E R S H I P  E M P O W E R  | G U I D E  | I N S P I R E   •   2 0 2 3  S P R I N G  C O N F E R E N C E

Background

• The City owns the bus facility

• Total system capacity is 110,000 gallons of motor-vehicle fluids (fuel, 
lubricant, etc.)

• System replacement was due to new federal regulations

• The City issued a qualifications-based selection (QBS) request for demolition 
of existing system and construction of new system*, on a design/build basis –
WIN for the Member Firm!

*Note: No environmental characterization/remediation scope for Member Firm
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Background - Scope

• Prepare conceptual design, with detailed pricing, before final negotiations 

• Prepare plans and specifications for:

• System demolition (all components)

• System construction (all components)

• Replacement of pavement

• Obtain permits from and coordinate with the City’s engineering department, 

the bus line, and the City’s environmental-planning department

• Demolish and construct as planned/specified
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Background - Limitations
• Staging space was limited

• Uninterrupted fuel delivery to buses, 

police, and fire vehicles had to be 

available on at least one fuel island

• Continuous through-access to City 

vehicles had to be maintained

• If contamination encountered, the 

demo/construction team had to wait for 

a separate environmental team to 

evaluate; part of a different contract
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Problems
• After approved conceptual plans, cost estimate 

came in at $1.6 million, exceeding the City’s 
budget by ~45%

• City requested scope modifications to reduce 
price

• Downgrading systems

• Eliminating excavation shoring

• Substituting pavement type

• Reducing on-site supervision time and project 
management time

• Limiting markup on direct costs

• Final contract negotiated for $300,000 less than 
original estimate

7



E L E V A T E  L E A D E R S H I P  E M P O W E R  | G U I D E  | I N S P I R E   •   2 0 2 3  S P R I N G  C O N F E R E N C E

Problems and Outcomes

• The City designated three people who provided 
concurrent and uncoordinated direction and 
interpretation of the scope

• The City demanded no work delays, even with 
contaminated conditions, and threatened 
termination

• The City treated the design professional like a 
contractor

• The construction subcontractor sought additional 
compensation for every modification to the 
design/build plans
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Problems and Outcomes
• The construction subcontractor superintendent was inexperienced 

and overwhelmed by the magnitude of the project

• The construction subcontractor’s documentation was insufficient to 

differentiate between in-scope and out-of-scope items

• The City put off change-order reviews until late in the project

• Soil contamination was encountered in all stages of the project

• Out of $270,000 in “extras” (prime and construction subcontractor), 

only $160,000 was approved in a change order
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Lessons Learned
• Protect yourself.  Don’t rely on others.  The prime 

assumes most of the risk as the “constructor-in-

charge” and, as such, must act like a constructor-in-

charge.

• Know where the buck stops.  Relationships should 

be well delineated.

• Documentation is essential.  Without iron-clad 

documentation, the prime is at the owner’s mercy.

• Avoid ambiguity.  Owner-directed changes are 

common on design/build projects, putting the prime at 

financial risk.
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Lessons Learned
• Pessimism/optimism, use caution.  While any 

number of subcontractors know how to “talk the partner 
talk”, few actually “walk the walk”.  Subcontractors 
must be treated as subcontractors.

• Respond quickly to problems.  Design professionals 
who become involved in construction cannot afford to 
be naïve.  Project managers must be able to make 
effective field decisions and deal with changed 
conditions quickly.

• Geoprofessional firms need to be compensated 
appropriately.  When the client doesn’t have enough 
money to do it right, it will probably come out wrong.
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Member Firm Comments

“This was our firm’s first significant design/build project and we 

felt that we were in a position to handle it, especially because the 

client and our subcontractors seemed genuinely interested in 

doing a good job. As it so happened, when the chips were down, 

the client wanted to spend as little as possible (at our expense), 

and the subcontractor wanted to make as much as possible (also 

at our expense) . . . while we didn’t come out of the situation 

“whole,” we didn’t lose our collective shirt, either. And we did 

learn some extremely valuable lessons that have helped us 

become far more successful with this kind of project. When all is 

said and done, experience is the harshest, best teacher.”
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