Solving problems early
goal of pre-job conferencing

he long-standing feud between
architects and roofing contractors
has at times made the Hatfield and
McCoy quarrel look like a minor
tiff. Architects, according to the contrace-
tors, were a bunch of ivory tower types too
lost in their airy aesthetics to be bothered
with practical matters such as effective
roof design, Contractors, the architects
countered, were a common lot all too
ready to waste the designers time with
mundane details. Such animosity made it
impossible (o imagine an architect and a
roofing contractor discussing an upcoming
job without the aid of a referee.

But more and more of these adversaries
are putting away their longrifles and sitting
down together to discuss designs, specifi-
cations and roofing techniques before the
work begins. Both architects and roofing
contractors are discovering that a pre-job
meeting can be an excellent place to bring
the expertise of the entire building team to
bear on construction problems instead of
fetting those problems become major head-
aches on the job,

Getting it out on the table

According to those who have tried pre-
job conferencing, the meetings allow
mutual cornmunication and understanding
to take place between building team mem-
bers. This ¢xchange of ideas can be useful
for jobs of any scale, they say, although the
need for pre-job conferencing may be less
pressing on smaller projects.

The information that is offered ata pre-job
conference “lets us know that the coniractor
understands the specifications and gives him
the opportunity to indicate how he’ll carry
out the requirements,” says architect Chuck
Sumner, a partner of Johnson-Graham Asso-
ciates, Billings, Mont. “We've found thm
there are different ways of doing things and
different contractors have different
approaches. The pre-job conference aliows
us to share in that process.”
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Contractor Zachary Ellis, president of
Ellis Roofing Co., Kenner, La., says a pre-
job conference “gives everybody involved
achance to get a clear view of the specifica-
tions and allows the roofer to express how
he’ll do the job in step-by-step detail. Get-
ting it all out on the table this way is a very
important pari of the job."

Small changes

Others say the pre-job conference is the
best and fcast costly place to make changes
in plans, specs or procedures. It can also
alert the roofing contractor to design mod-
ifications that might affect the roofing
installation. For instance, construction
problems might force an architect 1o relo-
cate roof drains, making it necessary to
adjust the taper of the insulation panels
that direct water 1o these drains. If the con-
tractor learns of the relocation at the pre-
job meeting, he will have plenty of time to
make the nccessary changes before the first
panclis cut.

Contractor Dick Unrue, vice president of
Pacific Rainier Roofing, Inc., Scattle,
Wash., likes to use the pre-job conference
to determine the appropriateness of the
roofing specification. “If there’s something
in the specs that doesn't apply or another
[spec] that is better in that situation, thats
the time to make corrections,” he says.

Architect Dean Read, who recently
designed a roofing membrane over a park-
ing deck, says that none of the 30 hours
he spent in pre-job conferencing were
wasted. "It’s helpful when you start talking,
for you find yourself thinking about all
sorts of things you don't normally think
abour,” he says.

One of the problems Read was able to
discover and correct during the parking
deck pre-job meetings concerned his flash.
ing specs. “We found that what we thought
at first was good flashing was susceptible
to uitraviolet rays, so we saved a ot of time
by starting out with the right type
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Read says that he was at fiest confused by
the products that contractors were propos-
ing to use for the parking deck. But the pre-
job conferences gave him the chance to
discuss the products with the contractors,
and he was able to determine which were
most suitable for his application. *“We also
saved money in taking off the old mem-
brane,” he says. “ We were going to usc jack-
hammers, but found out by talking to the
people who purt it on that we could save
$4,000 by torching it.”

Some suggest reroofing meetings

Some contractors also believe that a pre-
job conference can help a reroofing job run
more smoothly. Pete Stanley, president of
the Stanley Roofing Co., Woodinville,
Wash., says that there are always things that-
aren’t addressed in the specs that must be
discussed before reroofing can begin.

But contractor John Bradford, Bradford
Roofing & Insulation, Billings, Mont.,
doesn’t believe the need to conduct a pre-
job meeting is as great in reroofing. He says
that pre-job conferences are held for only
50 percent of his company’s reroofing pro-
jects, while more than 90 percent the com-
panys new construction begins with a
pre-job meeting. “The reason we don’t do
more on reroofing is that we are the oncs
who write the specs,” Bradford says. “Only
the owner, and no other professionals are
involved. We tell the owner what we
intend to do and work out with him wherc
to set the materials and other details.”

Hopping on the bandwagon

From these glowing reports it seems clear
that pre-job conferencing is an idea whose
time has come, Many in the industry, includ-
ing professional organizations such as NRCA
and the American Institute of Architects
(AIA), are gewing behind the concept. A
booklet jointly prepared by NRCA and the
Associated General Contractors of America
(AGC)and reviewed by AIA and Production
Systems for Architects and Engineers says,
“lt is our joint recommendation that a pre-
job conference be required well in advance
of the time a roof deck and roofing work
begins, and this requirement shouid be
included in the specifications”’ AIA is also
promoting the use of pre-job conferences to
the 3,500 architects and engineers who sub-
scribe to its Masterspec service.

The redlities of modern construction
practices have also made pre-job confer-
cnees necessary. As architect Read explains,
“Roofing has grown so complicated, it's
hard to keep up, and so hard to imagine
someone not being for the pre-roof
conference.”

Unrue gives perhaps the most telling rea-
son for the growing use of pre-job confer-
ences. He says, “Up to now, something like
less than 2 percemt of the construction
budget was dedicated to roofing, but an
excess of 70 percent of the litigation began
therc. People are finally beginning to look
beyond the first line of defense in terms of
weather penetration.”

The malice of absence

But before we paint too rosy a picture, we
should mention that there are still some
small pockets of resistance. “It bothers me
that some architectural professionals don’t
take the conferences seriously enough to
come themselves, but instead send their
understudies,” Unruc says. “I don't like
going into a pre-job mecting having to edu-
cate the architect on proper roofing
techniques.”

And contractor Bruce Martin, president
of AN-CQ Roofing, Inc., Woodinville,
Wash., says, “Sometimes you can have too
many people at the conference, but not the
key person authorized to sign a check,
which just means you're going to have to
have another conference anyway.”

Others complain of a certain amount of
foot-dragging due to the time pre-job con-
ferencing involves, especially when it con-
flicts with other commitments.

But by and large, almost everyone agrees
that pre-job conferencesareagood idea. The
problems that do occur generally center
around getting a particular architect, owner
Or contractor to a particular meeting.

Architect Tim Kirby, senior associate
and chict of specifications at Thompson,
Ventulett, Stainback and Associates of
Atlanta, has one way to get obstinate build-
ing ream members to attend a pre-job con-
ference. “We put it into the specifications
so that it's mandatory,” he says.




Contractor Melvin Kruger, of L.E.
Schwartz & Son, Inc., Macon, Ga., also has a
method of encouraging attendance. “If
we're absolutely stonewalled, we'll docu-
memnt that the pre-job conference was
declined, and then do our own unilaterally,”
he explains. “We'll put in writing all the
things needed to be done prior to roofing,
insisting that all openings and penetrations
be done. We then set out our requirements
before the¥other crafts. If they don't object,
it becomes a part of the record. But this usu-
ally gets their attention and then we call a
meeting.”

The invitation list

To make sure all the right people attend
the pre-job meeting, it is, of course, neces-
sary to invite them in the first place. Con-
tractor Bradford says the guest list should
be fairly cxtensive. “In addition to the
roofing contractor, the general contractor
should be involved,” he advises, “becausc
hes the one who will make sure all the
decisions will be carried out, especially in
terms of the electricians and plumbers and
all the other subcontractors whose work
will impact the roofing.”

Bradford also says that, if the architect is
not the owner’ representative, another per-
sonshouldbe present who can make sure the
interpretations of the specifications and the
changes made at the meeting coincide with
the owner’s intentions. Others agree that
having someone at the meeting to protect
the owner’s interests is important. Stanley
says the owner’s input “allows everyone to
set up equipment in a way that woa't upset
the owner or interferc with the way he con-
ducts his business.”

The presence of manufacturers reps

from the companics producing the major .

materials used in the project is also impor-
tant, according to Bradford, so that some-
onc will be there to answer questions abour
the products’ warranties and guarantees.

The deck contractor should also attend
the meeting to ensure that the deck will be
properly aligned and reasonably free of
imperfections, Bradford says. But because
the deck contractor is not a siructural engi-
neer, he should not be required to make
decisions about the structural integrity or
stability of the roof.

Choosing a leader

The person chosen to conduct the pre-
job conference should have the ability to
anticipate problems and keep the partici-
pants in line. Kirby says, “Typically, we
require the general contractor to conduct
the conference. If there is any reluctance
among the subcontractors, he can require
they be there. The general contractor con-
ducts the meeting, keeps the minutes,
records the sequence of procedures and
the Jogistics of different people bringing
their cquipment on site in an orderly way.”

Choosing the right time to conduct the
meeting can be as important as choosing the
right person. Though a few say the pre-job
conference should take place before any
construction begins, most say that it should
wait until some of the structure is up. “It
doesn’t do much good unless you have the
foundation on the ground,” says Martin.
Before a reroofing pre-job conference
begins, Ellis says, “You should walk the roof,
and also the inside of the building to check
for water damage from previous roof leaks
50 at the end of the job you're not hung with
stained tiles or other damage”

What should you talk about?

Most conferences will focus on the prob-
lems that might crop up once work gets
underway. There are some other topics,
however, that are equally important and
should be discussed. One topic is the logis-
tics of the entire operation. “Normally,
there’s a number of points that need clarifi-
cation,” says Bradford, “such as where
materials should be stored, and where the
general contractor or ‘owner wants the
equipment sct up. Without this type of
communication it’s difficult for 4 job to run
smoothly. For instance, if you choose z
Spot to set up, and its been claimed, then
someone has to move, and that’s costly.”
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Day-to-day scheduling of work should
also be planned at this meeting as well as
the time each day when work is eo be termi-
nated. Protecting the roof against the
weather at night should also be a topic of
discussion.

Keith Rupert, senior project architect and
principal at CTA Architects/Engineers, Bill-
ings, Mont., likes to have tangible items to
talk about at his conferences. “Samples not
only of the roofing material are brought in,
but also many of the materiuals used by
plumbers, electricians, flashers or anyonc
else who will affect the roof,” he says. “Hav-
ing everybody seeing and touching every-
thing that will be involved helps everyone
understand exactly what’s going on.”

The projects insurince requirements
should also be reviewed at the pre-job
mecting to ensure that the finished roof
will achieve the desired rating, Any Factory
Mutual or Underwriters Laboratories
requirements that are part of the specifica-
tions should be examined at this time to
resolve conflicts between the require-
ments and the architects or manufacturer’s
specifications.

The NRCA/AGC pamphlet on pre-job
conferencing also suggests that the mect-
ing be used to review applicable federal
and local regulations, These include Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration
rules; and federal, state or local environ-
mental control laws. Once all partics
undcrstand their respective responsibili-
ties concerning these regulations, they can
come to some agreement about methods of
compliance.

Pre-job conference discussions needn't
always center around mundane  details,
however. Some time may also be devoted to
satisfying the architect’s aesthetic sensibili-
tics. Rupert says that a little conversation can

improve the looks of the roof and add to the
overall quality of the projece. “Often there
are slick ways of cutting corners or lapping
over mechanical curves in a way to end up
with only one seam,” he says.

Preparing an agenda

Once the topics of discussion have been
chosen, the person conducting the meeting
should list the topics in the order they are
to be discussed and distribute this list to the
meeting’s participanis. By preparing an
agenda such as this, the conference leader
can keep the mecting on course and make
sure no questions are left unresolved. A
follow-up letter that summarizes the meet-
ing’s key points should be sent to all partici-
panis after the conference.

This is the procedure architect Ray K.
Parker says his company, Cromwell,
Trumper, Levy, Parker, Woodsmall in Little
Rock, Ark., follows with good results. “For
any larger job, we go in with an agenda that
proceeds point-by-point,” he says. “Then
we do a follow-up with a memorandum.
The agenda covers all areas of concern, and
the memorandum covers what was
discussed.”

Unrue seconds Parker'’s point. "1 like it
when someone is responsible to record the
meeting and then gives copies of what tran-
spired to alt the parties involved. These
notes take on a special meaning when
referenced to something that comes up
later. Nobody can then say they were mis-
represented in what they said verbally”

A point of agreement

The idea that pre-job conferencing can
be a valuable construction managemcnt
tool is one point on which almost everyone
on the building team agrees. Both roofing

. contractors and architects can name s¢v-

cral specific instances wherce pre-job con-
ferencing saved them time and money by
clarifying specifications, c¢learing up mis-
understandings and correcting problems
carly. As Martin describes it, it's “a way to
get the BS out of the way before the job
starts.”

“Its the lack of this communication
mechanism which can always be pointed
back to as the cause of the problem,”
Kruger says. “The pre-job conference is an
absolutely essential idea.”
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