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Let’s put the “E” back in USACE

Jim Moore
Baltimore District

Are engineers still the primary strength of the Corps?

This question is not intended to exclude non-
engineers;it is simply the premise for some self-exami-
nation. There is increasing turn-over, a decrease in
people who see the Corps as a lifelong commitment, an
absence of espirit de corps, and a decline of the engineer
culture. Ibelieve the reason may be alack of focus on
our core competencies — engineered planning, design,
construction, and operation of public works projects
for our nation and our military.

After 225 years, the Corps is still a valuable national
asset. But it may be time for us to decide what we “want
to be when we grow up,” and to define those features
that differentiate us.

Each time we take on a project with less that full engi-
neering review, allow a product to be produced at less
than Corps standards, speak ill of another Corps ele-
ment in earshot of customers, and each time we place
our personal (or section, or division, or district} interest
ahead of the customer’s, we contribute to a decline in
the “way the Corps of Engineers does things.”

Some argue that customers will no longer pay for “the
Corps Way,” and contend that we should do whatever
customers want, even if it means skipping steps we used
toinsist on. Targue that we must insist on quality, and
assist our customers to understand why that is neces-

sary.
Business

Why is it important to maintain this high standard?
Beyond ethical considerations, it is a matter of business
and economy. Thereason we exist, and the reason we
obtained business in the past, is because we are unique
in our composition, and unique in the products we of-
fer. We are a group of engineers with the ability to
procure, manage, and administer public funds to build
projects that fall within the public domain. We can
employ private contractors, but we retain overall re-
sponsibility for the projects.

To do this, we maintain a strong cadre of professionat
engineers. That, and that alone, differentiates us from
other agencies, and from private firms who are cited as
our competition.

Strong contracting/procurement capability and sound
project management business processes (PMBP) are im-
portant, but they are not our core competencies. It is
not possible for us to compete with other agencies that
do not maintain an engineering cadre, or for them to
compete with us. Private firms cannot claim the same
capabilities, since none of them have the same public
responsibility. No one else carries the burden of being
the nation’s engineer, with ties to both the military and
civilian sectors. No other agency has our breadth of
programs and talent; no private firm has our diversity
of missions.

Do all of these unique features cost more money? You
bet! But a well-informed customer, the Congress, and
the public will recognize that our value added far ex-
ceeds those costs.

We often advertise our skills in management, con-
tracting/procurement, and even financial management,
while down-playing our role as engineers. Why would
our customers choose their planner/designer/builder
based on those capabilities? If you were choosing a
hospital to perform heart bypass surgery, would you ask
how well they balance their books, or about their auto-
mated systems?

Of course not. You would ask about the skill and past
performance of the surgeon, and this hospital’s success
rate in this procedure. While cost might be a consider-
ation, it would run a distant second to your medical
questions.

Similarly, our customers gravitate toward us because
we have engineering skills, not because we can project
exactly when their last dime will be spent.

Challenges

A number of challenges face our technical elements
(engineering, construction, and so on). These challenges
may, in part, be responsible for the management-over-
engineering emphasis:

¢ Skyrocketing overhead rates fueled by costs not di-
rectly attributable to projects or programs. Some of the
most expensive items are Corps-specific information
technology systems which are not necessary to perform
our technical functions, and not considered value added
by customers. There are many commercial substitutes
for these systems; they need not be created or main-
tained by the Corps.

¢ A lack of balance in assigning costs to projects, pro-
grams, and customers. Customers notice who gets the
most attention. Some of our best “reimbursable” cus-
tomers believe their funds are cross-subsidizing the high
attention that our “flat rate” military customers get. If
we are to operate efficiently, we should fairly charge all
customers their relevant costs. We should identify and
eliminate all non-value added costs, not bury themin
our overhead structure or a labor multiplier.

# Erosion of our leadership in design and construc-
tion. OQur models, specifications, and operating proce-
dures are no longer the benchmark of the industry. Cur
standing continues to diminish, even as others come to
recognize the value of a uniform, coordinated set of
values.

® The way some in USACE and DoD view us —not
as the premier agency for federal infrastructure, but as
an agency on the ropes. An expensive alternative to
private contracting, something to be reorganized and
fixed. Actually, we have a many practitioners who know
their business well.

® Our performance metrics should measure value as
perceived by our customers. As presently structured,
they only allow our Headquarters and major subordi-
nate commands to gauge the speed at which we obligate
and expend funds. This may be a good way to measure
performance at the Office of the Secretary of Defense,
but it has little to do with delivering high-value engi-

neering services.

o While we have made numerous organization and
name changes, we have not identified and segregated the
management practices which are unique to the PMBP,
and assigned them to a project manager. The underlying
premise and value of PMBP is to consolidate those prac-
tices in an accountable, responsible individual. We have
not eliminated the duplication of management, or
learned to share information, funds, and efforts across
functional lines.

¢ As our numbers and influence decrease, our ten-
dency to hide behind an architect-engineer designora
contractor-produced product increases. Our relation-
ship with these parties does not diminish our responsi-
bility as project integrators. In fact, such behavior infi:-
riatesour customers.

Engineer pride

Sois a resurgence of engineering pride the answer?
Some recent experiences and research might lead us to
that conclusion, and to hope that the pendulum may be
swinging back:

Kosovo—-Not long ago, a Corps contingent deployed
to Kosovo with the peacekeeping force. Initially, our
role was not clear, and changed rapidly as the situation
escalated. Ultimately, we were tasked to create base
camps for 7,000 soldiers in less than four months.

We used the engineering talent of the Corps and the
Engineer Regiment to accomplish that mission. We did
not have direct control over the thousands of soldier-
engineers, their equipment, the material, or other re-
sources. We did have the engineering expertise to
quickly assess the situation, prepare the necessary plans,
and immediately implement them.

Customer satisfaction — Recently I completed a
thesis (Selecting and Evaluating Management System
Metrics: An Analysis of Project Management in the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers). Theresearch found a strong
positive correlation between customer satisfaction and
quality, cost, and schedule, in that order.

New Chief — Our new Chief of Engineers, Lt. Gen.
Robert Flowers, recently visited Baltimore District and
expressed a clear understanding of the challenges in iden-
tifying and supporting our engineering core competen-
cies. Heis also moving the Engineering and Construc-
tion Division from Fort Belvoir, Va., into Corps Head-
quarters, and is planning other strategic actions to el-
evate the importance of the engineering community in
the Corps.

Core competency

Based on the above, I believe Corps-wide retro-rein-
vention is in order. Engineeringis what we do best; it is
our history, our core competency, and our legacy. It
should be the attribute we showcase to our customers,
the Congress, and the taxpayers.

The project management business process is the way
we manage and deliver engineering services and prod-
ucts; contracts are simply one tool we use in that pro-
cess; our organization, performance metrics, and infor-
mation systems should be structured to support engi-
neeringefforts. The value of our efforts should be de-
termined in the context of the profession(s) which gov-
ern them, and measured by the customers who receive
them.

In short, we are engineers. We provide engineering
services and products. It’s time to reclaim the legacy of
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers!

(Jim Moore is the resident engineer of the Northeast-
ern Resident Office at Baltimore District.)

(The views in this article are those of the author and
do not reflect the official policy or position of the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, the Department of the Army,
the Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government.)










































