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Build Better. Together.

From the  
Director’s Chair  —

 

Dave Campbell

CONSULTING ENGINEERING -
SECRETS OF SUCCESS
Shhhh!  Don’t spread this around.  I wouldn’t want the 
competition to know what we’re up to.

First, let’s make it clear that a high level of technical acuity is 
mandatory if your engineering business dream is providing 
more than pedestrian services.  But intellectual horsepower, 
experience and expertise are merely the price of admission.  
Success needs that foundation, but demands so much more.

Here are a few considerations that top the list.

Client Advocacy is Stewardship – 
Stewardship is taking care of something that belongs to 
someone else.  Anticipate your client’s needs, and take 
care of what belongs to them.  Know and understand your 
clients.  This positions you to become a trusted advisor.  This 
is common practice for a few firms, but it needs to become 
common practice for all.  Know your client’s preferences, 
duties and responsibilities, so you can be a proper steward.  
Know their inclinations and build them into their projects.  If 
your Client has project reports to prepare, send them the 
information in the needed format.  Seek to collaborate, and 
be a member of their team.

Do More Lump Sums – 
While stewardship firms concentrate on serving clients, 
hourly billing derives reward from billing hours, not getting 
the job done.  Lump sums simplify billing, both for clients 
and for us.  When scoped and budgeted properly, lump 
sums serve us all well.  

Don’t Focus Too Much on Existing Clients – 
If we focus all our energy on existing clients, we won’t find 
new ones.  Occasionally, we engage clients that, from a later 
perspective, weren’t such a good match for us.  To grow, and grow 
smart, we need to focus more on “yet to be clients.”  Start with the 
common values we see in our most desirable clients as a basis for 
finding new ones that share those cherished traits (such as a strong 
value and service orientation, a primary emphasis on collaborating 
as a team, and a mutual passion for the work to be done).

Build Friendships with Secretaries and Support Staff – 
It is amazing how much information can be gained if you invest 
genuine interest and kindness to people throughout your client’s 
organization.  PS - always appreciate but don’t reveal them as a 
source without permission! 

Blaze Your Own Trail –
About a decade ago, market gurus convincingly sold the idea 
that you got big, got bought or were a boutique – folks in the 
middle would be crushed.  Many firms bought in.  Mergers and 
acquisitions were hot; mid-sized firms melted into mega-firms.  We 
deferred.  With others leaving the middle ground open, we were 
happy to fill the growing void (nimble, personal and capable).  
Schnabel grew and prospered.

Post-Katrina, many dam/levee/geotechnical firms made a bee-line 
for the massive New Orleans levee work, leaving some long-term 
clients behind or underserved.  We chose to focus on clients in 
our backyard, including some that had been jilted by firms chasing 
revenues in the Mississippi Delta.  We partook in the New Orleans 
levee work at a more moderate scale, allowing us to gain exposure 
without abandoning our friends and neighbors.  Again, we grew 
and prospered.

Turn Your Focus Outward –
Trash all of the empty “how great we are” literature and talk.  It 
really isn’t and never should be about us.  Direct ideas and services 
outwardly, with energy focused on best serving client needs.  Only 
then might your clients begin to think you are great.  

There are no secrets to success,
It’s common courtesy and common sense.
A path that’s open to those well versed,
In assuring that the Client comes first.
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The only guarantee in permitting a water supply reservoir is that permitting process regulations and policies 
will change before the permit issues.  The keys to successfully surviving the permitting gauntlet are a thorough 
understanding of the processes, anticipation of and adaptation to regulatory shifts, and nurturing political solidarity.  

Section 404 of the Clean Water Act (CWA) provides the authorization for dam construction.  The U.S. Army Corp of 
Engineers (Corps) is authorized to administer 404 permits.  They also serve as lead agency to satisfy requirements of 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) for all other interested federal and state agencies that collectively form 
the Interagency Review Team (IRT).  Interested agencies such as U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), State Environmental Agencies, and Historic Resource Divisions typically provide drinking 
water reservoir review and approvals, such as: 

•	 Endangered Species Act (go to ESA & 404 Permitting for more details) 

•	 Section 106 – Historic Preservation Act  

•	 401 Water Quality Certification

•	 Need Certification 

•	 Water Withdrawal Permits  

404 PERMITTING 
UNDER THE CLEAN WATER ACT
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Water Supply Reservoir Permitting

In many regions, reservoir water supplies are the only viable means of meeting water supply 
needs.  Also, it is a fundamental and vital responsibility of water suppliers to provide for safe 

and dependable water supplies for their customers, now and well into the future.

Permitting for new or expanded reservoir projects can be a significant challenge, one that has 
steadily become more challenging over time.  The hoops have become more numerous and 
smaller, and they are held higher off the ground.  While challenging, the process is doable, 

if approached thoughtfully, with the process managed by experienced and 
caring permitting specialists (go to Reservoir Water Supply Planning for an 

engineer’s perspective on reservoir permitting).  Our guest authors are environmental 
attorneys who possess the skills and experience, and, like Schnabel, recognize that client 

service and stewardship drive success.  They have been kind enough to offer our readers an 
overview understanding of key permitting processes, as well as presenting critical steps in 

successfully navigating those processes. 

http://www.schnabel-eng.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/1-Reservoir-Water-Supply-Planning-for-an-Uncertain-Future.pdf
http://www.schnabel-eng.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/2-ESA-404-Permitting.pdf
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The first step in developing a water supply project application is to establish a basic project purpose and 
a binding service area that is not speculative.  In Georgia, the service area must be in accordance with a 
defined Service Delivery Strategy with a maximum planning period of 50 years (requirements vary by state).  
To determine the unmet demand, the applicant must review all its existing resources, implement EPA water 
efficiency guidelines, apply approved population projections, and adhere to other applicable agency guidance.   

Applicants must consider avoidance and minimization alternatives 
such as no action, conservation, water purchase, and increased 
withdrawals etc., in addition to water supply reservoirs.  Each 
alternative must be evaluated for impacts to the natural and 
human environment to determine the “least environmentally 
damaging practicable alternative capable of meeting the project 
purpose” (LEDPA). 

While the mitigation plan is not required under the regulations for an application to be complete, it is essential 
for review and comment, and requires additional JPN public meetings for comments if not submitted with the 
application.  (Go to “Reservoir Permitting: Regulatory Obstacles & Mitigation Updates” for more details).   

All interested agencies participate in the permit review 
process and submit comments reflective of their individual 
doctrines.  While the Corps has the authority to issue a permit 
under Section 404 of the CWA, EPA has oversight authority, 
including elevation of reviews and project veto.  The Corps 
must craft its permit decision document to meet its own 
LEDPA standards, while assuring that other agency approvals 
and considerations are addressed.  Agency regulations and 
policies continue to be revised and refined, so applicants 
will continue to experience additional permitting obstacles, 
including inconsistent verification periods and approvals, 
changing definitions, and additional considerations (Go to 
“Reservoir Permitting in Georgia – Caution Ahead: Reservoir 
Roadblocks and Detours” for more details).  The process is continually evolving and a thorough understanding 
of the regulations and regulators that implement them is key to successfully obtaining a permit.   
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BREAKING NEWS! 

US EPA and Corps have redefined “Waters 
of the US,” expanding jurisdiction under the 
Clean Water Act.  These changes will impact 

the extent of required mitigation and may 
considerably influence project selection.

404 PERMITTING REVIEW PROCESS 
DOCUMENTS TO INITIATE A 

JOINT-PUBLIC NOTICE (“JPN”):

•	 Purpose and Need Statement

•	 Need Verification from State Agency 

•	 Alternatives Analysis 

•	 Jurisdictional Waters Report 

•	 Downstream Flow Analysis 

•	 Protected Species

•	 Cultural Resource Report 

Water Supply Reservoir Permitting

CRITICAL BASELINES ACTIVITIES, AND ACTIONS FOR SUCCESS 

http://www.schnabel-eng.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/3-Reservoir-Permitting-Regulatory-Obstacles-Mitigation-Updates.pdf
http://www.schnabel-eng.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/4-Reservoir-Roadblocks-and-Detours.pdf
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Imagine you just ran a marathon.  You get to the finish line, 
and instead of seeing the red ribbon, you see a race official.  
The official tells you that the very definition of “marathon” 
has changed.  You must run an additional 26 miles down a 
new course and you must hop on one foot while balancing 
a plate of spaghetti on your head.  And, of course, you must 
pay an additional entry fee which is 10 times the original 
fee.  When you explain that you are exhausted and that this 
is all unfair for you to have to abide by new rules, the official 
says, “That’s fine, but you are not going to get your ribbon.”    

Welcome to the process for securing a Section 404 permit 
for a drinking water reservoir.  The process continually gets 
harder and is seemingly unfair, exhausting and very costly, 
but, it can be done!  If you are in the water supply business, 
it may well need to be done!  Among the most important 
tips for reaching the finish line are: 

Hire the “A” Team
All consulting teams are not created equal.  In general, 
most are technically competent, but mere competency will 
not get a permit over the finish line.  Hire consultants: 
•	 with integrity and experience to give you honest, forthright 

and reliable guidance,

•	 who can work together as a unified team, and    

•	 who understand and are responsive to the perspectives and 

prerogatives of the regulators.

Do It Right the First Time
A little money saved on the front end can cost you big in 
the long run.  Knowing where to save and where to spend 
comes from integrity and experience.  

Commit  
At some point, or at many points, you will want to quit.  
You will lose confidence in the project, your consultants, 
the agencies and yourself.  You will be second guessed 
by your superiors.  Recognize going in that unwavering 
commitment to the project and having the determination 
to see it through is what it takes to get a permit.  Anything 
less will result in wasted time, money and resources.  

Keep Your Corps Project Manager Close and Your State 
Agency Personnel Closer 
Relationships, relationships, relationships…  It’s not just 
what you know, but who you know and how you relate in a 
world of diminishing budgets and increasing workload for 
government employees. 

Respect the regulators and earn the regulators’ respect.  
Get into the field to understand the issues and the actions 
needed to satisfy concerns, and into the regulators’ offices 
to learn who they are and what they are about.  

HOW TO GET ACROSS THE 
FINISH LINE WHEN THE 

FINISH LINE KEEPS MOVING

Andrea P. Gray, Esq.
127 ½ N. Broad Street, Suite 6
Monroe, Georgia 30655
andrea@andreapgray.com
www.andreapgray.com
(770) 235-1083
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The keys to success in getting projects across the finish line are responsiveness, integrity and personal relationships with 
clients, consultant team members, and the state and federal regulators.  It’s not just business.  We foster and value 
relationships based on trust and honesty.  The permitting process is challenging, unpredictable, expensive and can take 
many years.  Good stewards do not sugar coat these realities.  Our knowledge of the processes, the regulations and the 
people help guide our clients through what can be a bumpy road to permit issuance.           

HONESTLY ESTABLISH CLIENT AND REGULATOR EXPECTATIONS – 
THEN DELIVER
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RCC 2015: 35 YEARS OF COLLABORATION
The design of Willow Creek Dam in Hepner, Oregon, the first major RCC dam, 
was performed 35 years ago.  Dam designer and constructor collaboration has 
led to major on-going advances in practice standards and project performance. 
This past May, over 120 engineering and construction professionals gathered 
in Nashville, TN to participate in the 2015 International RCC Dam Seminar 
and Duck River Reservoir Project Study Tour.  The event was co-sponsored by 
Schnabel and ASI Constructors, promoting the technical evolution of Roller 
Compacted Concrete (RCC) in the dam and water resources market.  Two and 
a half days of classroom presentations were led by a variety of domestic and 
international experts on subjects ranging from RCC mix designs to new dam 
construction to overtopping protection to RCC paving.  A highlight of the 
conference included a study tour of the Duck River Reservoir site in Cullman, 
AL, led by ASI Constructors (Contractor), CH2MHill (Engineer) and the City of 
Cullman (Owner).  The completed project will provide much-needed water 
supply to the City and includes construction of a new 650-acre reservoir and 
130-ft high composite rockfill and RCC gravity dam.  The tour featured a 
live RCC demonstration, an educational overview of the onsite quarry and 
rock crushing operations, RCC and conventional concrete plants, RCC 
delivery system and onsite testing laboratory, and observation of the partially 
constructed rockfill dam and temporary cofferdam.  The event was a tremendous success and provided attendees from around 
the world with an enjoyable and educational experience.  This has been the seventh time since 1998 that Schnabel has hosted an 
International RCC Dam Seminar and Study Tour, and we are looking forward to another successful conference in the next few years.

Upcoming Event and Update

On behalf of the organizing committees, 
it is our pleasure to invite you to 
Portland, Oregon next year!  This 

symposium will bring together 
international expertise from research, 

practice, and implementation in a 
forum for knowledge exchange and 

networking discussion on critical issues 
related to hydraulic structures, including 
advancements, tools, applications, and 

innovation solutions.

DON’T FORGET!  
ABSTRACTS DUE

AUGUST 1, 2015

http://www.ishs2016.com/
http://www.ishs2016.com/
http://ussdams.org/
http://www.icold-cigb.org/
http://www.aawre.org/
http://www.schnabel-eng.com/services/dam-engineering/
http://uwrl.usu.edu/
http://www.westconsultants.com/services
http://www.duckriver.org/

