
Running A Charrette is like…
LESSONS LEARNED FROM USACE PLANNING CHARRETTES
HUNTER MERRITT, CESPK-PD-WW
HUNTER.MERRITT@USACE.ARMY.MIL //  916-557-5119

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Activity: make a metaphor (or, technically, a simile) and add it to the chat window, and we can visit this at the end of our session to see if there is any illustration of your experience with charrettes. My own experience with charrettes has made me think it is like: Running a twelve-legged sack race – all fits and starts until everyone collapses at the endInviting all the dinner guests over to help decide what to make for dinnerWriting a song – there is a formula, but every song is differentI hope you can contribute to this metaphoric visualization! I will tell a little about myself and how I came to be involved in the facilitation of charrettes here at the Corps: I was a facilitator before becoming a USACE employee, as the manager of a ropes course, and I was having fun and playing games! I came to the Corps through the Leadership Development Program (first as a contractor, then into PAO, then into Planning in 2011, just about the time that the 18-month Pilot Projects began ramping up). That is when our chief saw me and said, how would you like to facilitate a charrette? (NEXT SLIDE)
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So, what the heck IS a charrette, 
anyway?
 One R or two? 
 History: Military, A&E, others? 
 Planning vs. Design Charrettes
 Charrette Roles and 

Responsibilities (“Facil” = Easy)
 3x3x3, USACE Planning 

Modernization, etc.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A charrette is an abbreviated meeting with specific outcomes. Before this, my experience with facilitation was FUN…it was all process and relationship. Not until this point did I have to achieve a GOAL and have DECISIONS. French term (we borrowed a lot from the French, here in the Body of Engineers – Essayons!) – single R is Anglicized. There are several versions of history on the origin of the term. Planning is harder than design – in the latter, you already know what you are building. My role is as a Facilitator (initial 3x3x3 teams had three, maybe four team members). USACE has adopted this as a “SMART Planning” method, to bring together the decision makers. One tip: don’t assume everyone knows what this is, and offer yourself as a guide to explain how it works BEFORE you get to the charrette! It is NOT a public meeting, it is NOT a decision briefing. Once again…it is like inviting everyone over to cook dinner with you. If you are “running” the charrette, make it clear what this meeting is about. (NEXT SLIDE)



What is the Problem? 

What is the Solution? 

What is the Process? 

What is the Risk? 

(…and if your team isn’t asking these questions, 
you should be.)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ultimately, some basic questions need to be answered. Lynn is going to share more about the tools we use to get answers. They seem simple, but getting together and on the same page is what this is about: if the answers to these questions aren’t clear, or if there is some dissonance about these answers, that is GOOD! It means there is some value in having the charrette! A charrette is no small investment, especially if all the decision makers are in the room or on the call. But the return on the investment is immense, if it happens at the right time for the right reasons – think of the cost (time lost) that might be avoided in returned reports, lengthy ATR reviews and backchecks, just focused on the screening criteria or problem statement, or in developing a Corps-approved or certified model to answer a question about an alternative that will never be picked as the recommended plan. 



Prep, Deliver, Reflect

 Prep: phone calls, emails, read-aheads, vertical 
team involvement, provide opportunity for 
learning the process ahead of the charrette

 Deliver: arrive a day early to see the room, meet 
the team, clarify roles and Day 1 kickoff

 Reflect: facilitate closure at the end (or maybe 
beyond the date of the charrette), be available 
for follow-on guidance

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you get the phone call or message that this may be happening, find out the dates and count back: if you have two months, you are just in time to get started. Less than that, and you have some hustling to do. The vertical team is busy, and people have lives to live, so your charrette is a distant dream at this point, and you will do well to have everyone’s attention a week ahead of the event, but this requires your preparation beforehand. I have found the following formula to work pretty well: 8 weeks out – identify team, confirm charrette dates internally7 weeks out – “save the date” placeholder in Outlook, send to all confirmed attendees6 weeks out – PDT meeting to discuss charrette goals5 weeks out – invite sponsors, other decision makers to charrette, set up pre-brief meetings4 weeks out – NFS/agency briefing call (invite charrette team to call) – have draft charrette Agenda3 weeks out – PDT meeting for roles, presentation preparation, etc.2 weeks out – reminder for Outlook event with read-ahead material, invite to Vertical Team call1 week out – Vertical Team (USACE) call, logistics and “red flags” Charrette week! Be available for follow on discussions after this week, to tie up loose ends and maintain momentum. 



LESSONS LEARNED from past charrettes: 

People
- Invite decision makers (and/or 

decision “breakers”?)

- Social time w/team and 
charrette members – allow for 
breaks and inquire 1-on-1 on 
viewpoints (HINT: Facilitators 
are always “on”!)

- Get a commitment from team 
to be present & vocal at 
charrette

- Sponsors want to see progress –
celebrate success and 
document decisions

- Form, Storm, Norm, Perform 
(and Adjourn!)

Process
- Two months’ notice is 

optimal. Schedule prep 
calls and emails, 
coordinate at all three 
levels + sponsor/partners

- Develop a sense of needs, 
goals, expectations

- Work toward buy-in from 
all attendees (or most) on 
the Planning Process, 
3x3x3, the need for a 
charrette

- Bad news doesn’t age well 
– if there is a roadblock, 
STOP and inquire whether 
this is a game changer

Place
- On site – know the 

physical room size, etc. 
& BE PREPARED for 
Virtual participation

- Site visit is NOT necessary 
for Facilitators but may 
be for the audience –
gage this early and fit 
into your schedule

- Be grateful for the space 
you are given, know the 
limitations and 
implications

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The three categories of feedback are to take apart the different aspects of this experience together. Some people are driven by the value of getting together, no matter where or what happens. Some folks are impacted (both positively and negatively) by the process of the charrette and our Planning Process as well. Lastly, the value of place cannot be underestimated, as this is a basic human response – if you are in a cramped space, focusing on the other aspects is hindered or compromised, for instance. This slide can stand alone as a reflection on my own experiences, and I don’t need to read off every part for you, but I will say that each of these pieces of feedback comes from individual experiences, and each charrette is unique, and I have learned a lot from every one. (PAUSE) If there are any comments here that speak to you, or that you want to know more about, I encourage you to use your pointer to point to a comment, or click the raise your hand button and press *6 to speak up, or type a question or comment in the Chat window. I will pause for a moment more here, and…if I don’t get any takers…then, let me tell you a personal story, that relates to the value of charrettes. (NEXT SLIDE)



A personal story…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So we bought a house this past spring, and we are both in agreement that California doesn’t need any more lawn, what with the drought. We (my wife and I) agreed that we wanted to do something productive with the front yard space, and I have been thinking about this for months, preparing myself for the change. I got a contractor on board, talked about what we could do, sat in the front yard and talked with my wife about it, got a promise we would get some drawings on Monday last week. But when the contractor called me on Monday, I thought we had enough of a common vision that it would be okay to move forward with the demo of the front yard (after all, his guys were available, and I didn’t want to miss the window). So, my wife came home to this scene last Tuesday, and we have been talking about what the heck to do ever since. SO…my advice to you all: as much as it pains people to go through the process of meeting and “just talking” about common visions and agreement on the (obvious) Problem statement, think of the pain avoided in doing this after you think you have the “right answer” and start breaking ground. So, running a charrette is like talking with your significant other before undertaking a major house project. Are there any other metaphors? No? Thank you, and I will hand it off to Lynn. 



Ingredients for a 
successful 
charrette
LESSONS LEARNED FROM USACE PLANNING CHARRETTES
LYNN GREER
LYNN.M.GREER@USACE.ARMY.MIL 716-879-4260

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I am going to share with you the ingredients, or resources, to set your team up for success as you prepare for a charrette.   First we must understand a little bit more about SMART planning and the associated tools.
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SMART Planning Tools

 Charrette
 Decision Management Plan
 Risk Register
 Decision Logs
 Report Synopsis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
On this slide is a list of tools that each team is required to use as part of SMART planning. Hunter provided a great overview and simile regarding a charrette and I will speak to the remaining SMART tools.  Remember, SMART is an acronym NOT an adjective.  SMART stands for Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Risk informed, and Timely. The purpose of SMART planning and these tools is to assist your team in completing a study in a more reasonable amount of time, at a lesser cost, to prepare high quality, CONSICE documents.However, these tools are very important to the charrette as well (as the study as a whole) and are often developed during the charrette using hands on activities and exercises to encourage team participation and involvement.



Decision Management Plan

 Outlines the strategy for making the next 
decision.
 What is the decision
 What information is needed to make the decision
 Who are the decision makers
 What is the schedule 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Decision Management Plan is typically prepared for milestone decisions and are about a dozen pages.  Overall, the decision management plan documents and describes key assumptions, technical challenges, and policy questions. It is important to note that in the past teams documented this information through separate issue papers or white papers, but the agency now incorporates this information into the Decision Management Plan to be evaluated in whole by the vertical team.  This ultimately streamlines the review process.Your team will develop a decision management plan as part of the charrette.  



Risk Register

 A tool to assist the team in acknowledging risk 
and uncertainty

 Collects information in a spreadsheet
 Risks and associated causes
 Consequence of the risk
 Likelihood of the risk occurring

 Includes feedback from Division, Headquarters, 
and the sponsor

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The risk register is an extremely useful document!  However, the spreadsheet itself is my least favorite SMART tool.  I explain to teams when I facilitate that depending on the size and scale of the project, you could often wall paper the meeting room with the risk register.  It is a time consuming document.  It requires a lot of discussion, really thoughtful discussion, by the entire team.  Often times I see teams revisit a risk register that was developed at a charrette ONLY when they are approaching another decision milestone with the vertical team.  I fully understand the pain and boredom that is felt when starting, adding to, or updating the risk register.  I would encourage you and your teams to visit the risk register at least quarterly, if not more.  Ideally your team will revisit the register on a monthly basis.  Give team members an opportunity to add items or address a specific items.  Include the risk register as an agenda item, not as ‘other business’ but actually set time aside for a risk register discussion.  As the project manager or plan formulator I encourage you to lead by example and get the discussion started by asking a question about a risk status in the register, seek to add something based on a recent discussion or new development that maybe not everyone is privy to, or look to a specific team member or discipline to address something that recently came up in their area of interest.  *The risk register is a living document.  If your team only revives this document in advance of a milestone, and has not looked at it since it was initiated at the charrette, the document itself will not nearly be as useful as it should be.  The register should be a communication tool to share information among the PDT, non-federal sponsor, and even stakeholders.  When I facilitate a charrette, we have a hands on exercise as part of the agenda where your team, including the sponsor and stakeholders, begin to fill in the register.However, when communicating with non-federal sponsor and stakeholder PLEASE realize the term risk is not ideal term.  The agency is not necessarily accepting risk to the community or study area.  On the contrary the register is used to capture the ‘risk’ associated with accomplishing something needed for the study. Or not obtain information necessary for survey or analysis.  “what is the risk to your schedule’ or ‘what risk or impact does that have on completing a cultural resources survey’.  I encourage you to recognize the concern that may be raised by community members impacted by a USACE project ,or even the sponsor at the charrete, when team members use the term ‘risk’ (often freely) in discussions or presentations.  I have heard project managers stand before an audience and state ‘we decided that was an acceptable risk’.  Taken out of context or heard by someone who does not fully understand the planning tools this could cause great concern and lead to misunderstandings.  So I just ask that you be cognizant of the words and phrases you are using with stakeholders and the public whether speaking at the charrette, a team meeting, or in a public setting.



Decision Log

 A tool for the study team to document decision 
made

 Decisions may change the path forward, 
schedule, need for analysis

 A log ensures decisions are documented
 Who, What, Where, When and Why

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I REALLY like decision logs.  Contrary to the risk register, I have very positive things to say about the decision log.  I summarize the decision log as the who, what, where, when, and why, a decision was made.  More specifically, the team should use the log to document the date a decision was made, a description of what was agreed to and why, WHO agreed to it, and where you can find information or supporting documentation OR document where/when the decision took place.Let me explain this last statement, SMART process stresses the value of using a decision log during vertical team meetings.  I encourage teams to use the decision log to document decisions of importance among the team, with the sponsor, among management, and especially at the charrette.  During a charrette MANY decisions are made and what better place to document these decisions that will affect the study’s forward momentum, then including it the decision log.  An example of this is a decision made at a charrette for a deepening project (Lynn may open the project decision log to speak to the example)This was a navigation deepening project.  The team had reviewed content in the report synopsis at the charrette and had extensive discussion on the depths that would be assessed as part of the study.  Ultimately the “key decision” as documented in the log reads: “The team will analyze one foot increments, by reach,  from 22-27 feet with parametric costs, to create a baseline for further detailed planning (this includes the LPP of 24 feet deep)”Associated Risk/DiscussionStudy team discussion at the Charrette May 20 and 21, 2015.  LPP discussion with Bill Weber at charrette on May 21, 2015.“Alternatives Considered” The quantities assessed will include the full width of the federal channel at the turning basin and three bends (2 at airport turning basin, Zilwaukee Bridge). [these are areas of concern  specified by the non-federal sponsor at the charrette]Why was this so important to document as a decision?  Three reasons why it was so important, (1) there were schedule and labor impacts associated with completing the assessment at one foot increments, (2) the sponsor stressed these were areas of concern and they wanted it included in the study , and (3) it was really important to document the potential for a locally preferred plan very early in the study.As a result, the decision log serves as a concise record of relevant decisions.



Report Synopsis

 Brief document that describes the study path to 
date:
 Scope
 Cost
 Schedule
 Risks
 Division and Headquarters participation and/or 

concurrence

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A report synopsis is typically prepared in advance of a charrette and shared with charrette participants; it contains the basic information that will ultimately be included in the feasibility study.A report synopsis includes A LOT of information: problems and opportunities statement; list of planning objectives and constraints; list of decision criteria to be used for evaluation, etc.  The report synopsis is a package your team submits to the vertical team in advance milestone meetings: Alternatives Milestone, Tentatively Selected Plan Milestone, and Agency Decision Milestone and is a part of the submittal package for the Draft Report and Final Report submissions.  There is a recommended outline of the report synopsis available in the SMART planning toolbox.  Teams are encouraged to follow the template but keep in mind there are no page limits associated with the synopsis.  The one recommendation is to be concise.  And again, we review the synopsis at the charrette and making necessary changes to the content based on charrette discussions.



Six Step Planning Process

Step 1 - Identifying problems and 
opportunities 

Step 2 - Inventorying and forecasting 
conditions 

Step 3 - Formulating alternative plans 
Step 4 - Evaluating alternative plans 
Step 5 - Comparing alternative plans 
Step 6 - Selecting a plan 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is just to remind you that all of the SMART tools are often initiated or developed at the charrette but should be used and applied throughout the six step planning process.  An example: if the team is going to assess a new measure even though you have progressed to step 3, you can log the decision and impacts into the decision log and capture the risk associated with not completing that evaluation at that point in time in the study.



Planning Process

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I included this image because it is one that I always include in charrette briefing materials and charrette presentations; it is REALLY important to explain the iterative planning process to meeting participants.  The process is referred to often in a charrette and I encourage teams to use this graphic or other similar graphics to communicate the process and refer back to this to remind participants of the various panning steps and how the information prepared during the charrette compliments the planning process.It was important to give this summary of tools and their applicability to the study process so we can see how they fold into the charrette agenda and serve as key ingredients to the charrette success.



Charrette Agenda

 Tailored to meet the team’s objectives
 First drafted by the PDT

 Solicit input from the vertical team

 Facilitator/facilitation team will work with team to finalize agenda
 Define roles and responsibilities

 Seek to incorporate the non-federal sponsor

 Incorporate small and large group hands on exercises

 Prepare for virtual participation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before I share with you a sample agenda I want to speak to the basics of developing the charrette agenda.The agenda should be developed with input from the ENTIRE PDT.  I cannot stress this enough.  Although the charrette is to support the planning process, your multi disciplinary team is also supporting that process and they should very much be part of developing the objectives for the charrette.  The PDT can and should solicit the respective MSC for input into the agenda.Once the team and MSC has discussed objectives, the team can then really begin to work on the details with a facilitator or facilitation team.  A facilitator will help define roles and responsibilities,Handle logistics and develop activities to ensure goals and objectives are met and products prepared,Definitely include the non-federal sponsor into many aspects of preparing for and producing the charrette.For me personally as a facilitator, my key ingredient to any charrette is to empower all participants and I reiterate throughout the day that this is their project.  I like to give ownership.  So whether they are the non-federal sponsor, or an interested stakeholder at a federal, state, or local level, or even an NGO, they are part of the team and they know the information they share is of value.  



Agenda Example

Day 1 Morning
Introduction
-Roles and Responsibilities
-Goals and Expectations

SMART Planning Overview
-Introduction to SMART tools

Break

Study Overview and Virtual Tour 
(USACE)

Study Information and 
Expectations 
(Non-federal sponsor)

Lunch

Day 1 Afternoon
Plan Formulation Part 1
-Problems
-Opportunities
-Objectives
-Constraints
Exercise

Break

Discuss Next Planning Decision

Input/Advice from the Vertical 
Team

Summary and 
Day 2 Expectations

Day 2 
Plan Formulation Part 2
-Future without Project Condition
Exercise

-Measures, Alternatives, Screening 
Criteria
Exercise

Break

-Risk Register
Exercise

-Lunch

-Decision Log 
Exercise 

-Decision Management Plan
Exercise

-Revisit and summarize task list

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So the big question is how do the SMART tools fit into a charrette?  This is just ONE example of what a two day charrette could include.  Every charrette is different and therefore every agenda will vary. When we first started the SMART process, charrettes were 4.5 to 5 days long and VERY costly.  It is feasible to host a charrette in 2 days.  3 days would be great, 4 would be wonderful and your team would accomplish so much in this time frame.  But we recognize the difficulties in bringing such a large group together for several days so I would encourage you to host no less than a 2 day charrette.The morning of day 1 is used to set the stage.  Every charrette I facilitate I provide a SMART presentation that explains the tools similar to what I just shared with you because it is important to make sure that the entire team starts the day with the same understanding or knowledge of the process.  I show examples of these tools and remind the team that throughout the remainder of the charrette we will be populating these documents and using these tools.  Another key ingredient to the agenda and to set the stage on day one is to afford the project manager an opportunity to provide a study overview that includes the history of the project (the good, the bad, and the ugly) so the team as a whole can understand where it has been, how we arrived at this point in time, and help them better understand the potential future of the study and study area.  Finally, before we delve into study specifics, we offer the non-federal sponsor to present project specific information and expectations.  It is often during this discussion that we learn of very specific non-federal interests or concerns that the team may not have conceived, and we often learn of potential betterments the non-federal sponsor would like to see incorporated as measures, and/or we learn of locally preferred plans.  The remainder of the charrette is when we are ready to peel back the layers of the onion and involve meeting participants with hands on activities to further develop problems, opportunities, objectives, and constraints, discuss future planning decisions, look at the without project conditions, begin to brainstorm measures and potential alternatives as well as screening criteria.  It is critical to involve and solicit input, advice, and concurrence from any vertical team members who are present.    Often during a charrette there is a lot of data sharing and information exchange.  I like to create a task list that is developed throughout the charrette and tasks are added as they arise.  We revisit the task list at the close of each day and this really helps the project manager put together the project schedule and incorporate key details and dates into the schedule.



Lynn’s Lessons Learned

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To close I want to share some of my lessons learned with you:Look at this photo: you never really know what is around the bend and as much as you plan the charrette agenda, you never really know the information that will be shared and the impacts that information could have on the study.  But I assure you, that if you have a good facilitator, they will be able to handle whatever is around that bend at your charrette.  Critical ingredients for a successful charrette:Work with your PDT, the entire PDT should have been provided some input into the agendaWork with the sponsorSolicit DivisionWork with your facilitatorPrepare necessary handouts, maps, etc to support hands on activitiesINOLVE the team.  The PDT needs to be included.  You can never anticipate when the charrette discussion will touch upon something that impacts their area of expertise and I fully encourage full team participation.The project manager should ALWAYS offer a history and virtual tour of the project.  Understanding how the project arrived at this juncture is critical You want the participants to understand that the past, the history, is the present and future of the project.  Always, allow for discussion about what happened in the past, it is critical to support positive forward momentum. History.  History. History.  So important. Encourage/allow the non-federal sponsor to present.  This is often when you learn of potential for betterments or locally preferred plans, sometimes you learn there are things they would like that are outside of the agency’s purview.  Final ingredient is a good facilitator and a good facilitator is ALWAYS on.  I encourage you to wholeheartedly embrace the fact that you have a facilitator who is listening and observing with multiple senses with the know with all to restructure the meeting as necessary based on the meeting dynamics and discussions. And with that I encourage you to either reach out to Hunter or me, peruse the facilitator database, or reach out to the 20 member strong cadre of national Public Involvement Specialists who have immense expertise spanning all agency missions and authorities, and who could especially assist with charrette facilitation, and many other project needs.So with that, I will turn things over to Julie.
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