Utility Coordination Conference

City of Las Vegas

Elizabeth N. Fretwell, City Manager
Project Leader:  Cheri L. Edelman, P.E.

Title:  City Engineer/Deputy Public Works Director
Department: Public Works

Phone number:  1-702-229-5270

Email: Cedelman@lasvegasnevada.gov
Address:  420 N. 4th Street, Las Vegas, NV 89101

Presentation Team Members:
Name:  Cheri Edelman, P.E.
Title:

City Engineer, Deputy Public Works Director
Department: Public Works
Phone number: 702-229-5926
Email: cedelman@lasvegasnevada.gov
Name:  Lucien Paet, P.E.
Title:
 Engineering Project Manager
Department: Public Works
Phone number: 229-6145
Email:  lpaet@lasvegasnevada.gov
The City of Las Vegas’ Utility Coordination Conference (UCC) occurred in Mesquite, Nevada on April 9th thru April 11th, 2008.  Early in 2007 the City’s Public Works Department met with key executives from all the major utility companies in the Las Vegas valley to determine if there was an interest in having a workshop that would review process enhancements that would be beneficial to both the governing agency and the utility industry.  There was a general belief that there was room for improvement for coordinating between the City, developers, engineering firms, and utilities regarding construction projects.  All the utilities expressed an interest thus giving fuel to the idea of having a utility conference.  The vision was to get the public and private stake holders in the  utility coordination process, form the basis for which a better working relationship could be built upon, and let the participants from respective utilities along with the City and local developers decide what the conference would entail.  The City invited representatives of: the consulting engineering industry, Southern Nevada Home Builders Association, Las Vegas Valley Water District, Southern Nevada Water Authority, Nevada Power (now NVEnergy), Southwest Gas, Cox Communications, and Embarq to participate in the UCC proceedings.  Each entity chose representatives from within their respective organizations to represent their individual interests in utility coordination.  The first meetings were held in September 2007.  The main purposes of the meetings were to get representation from utility companies, developers, and the City to determine the content of the conference and to have these representatives speak to their respective organizations’ current issues/concerns as well as report progress of UCC preparations to their respective organizations.  Meetings were held once a month and then every two weeks as the conference date drew closer.  Each entity submitted documentation regarding their processes and this information was compiled into an informational binder that people could use both at the conference and as a reference after the conference.
The City hired a consultant/facilitator to help direct discussions both at meetings before the conference and to lead the flow of discussions at the conference.  The main idea in having the conference in Mesquite was that people who attended the conference could not be distracted by work at their respective offices.  Participants would be able to focus on the work at the conference and not get distracted by their normal day to day operations.  In order to cover the cost of the conference, the City charged a $200 early registration fee and a $225 fee for anyone who wanted to register after the specified early registration deadline.  The conference fee covered the cost of banquet and meeting rooms, two breakfasts, one lunch, one evening meet and greet with appetizers, printing costs (informational binders), and office supplies for each working session.  The hotel rooms were booked using a group discount code, but each participating entity was responsible for booking their rooms separately.
There were various motivations that formed the content of the UCC, but the main intent was to make changes to current processes that would benefit the City and all involved in utility coordination.  The conference was broken up into two separate tracks.  One track covered utility coordination within the City’s own capital improvement projects and the other covered private development utility coordination in relation to the City’s review and permitting function.  At the UCC, each track discussed topics that related to their specific function and then reported the outcomes to the entire group of 110 participants.  Participants at the conference expressed their expectations of the conference to be:

1) Building relationships

2) Understanding each other’s process

3) Access organizational structure

4) Identify disconnects

5) Identify solutions

6) Develop action items and plans

7) Partner

8) Respect each other’s challenges

9) Commitment to resolve challenges

10) Commitment to continue forward to resolve challenges

All of these expectations were met through the UCC and the continuation of the relationships created through the process.  An emailed survey was sent to all the participants at the conference to determine their satisfaction.  57 of the participants responded to the survey.  Of those that participated in the survey 91% of the respondents were either “extremely satisfied” (44.6%) or “satisfied” (46.4%) with the information they received before the conference, while 100% of the respondents were either “extremely satisfied” (71.9%) or “satisfied” (28.1%) with the information they received at the conference.  It was anticipated that relationships would be developed through out the process of preparing and actually participating in the conference, relationships developed quicker and stronger than expected and implementation of suggestions made at the conference occurred in a relatively short time.
The work prior to the UCC and the work at the UCC was the driving force behind innovative changes that were made in regard to how the City of Las Vegas works with utility companies, land developers and the like.  The main innovation that occurred was in the way the City of Las Vegas took interest in working with utility companies and the development community.  Never before has an agency gone to all the groups it works with and asked the question “how can things be improved?”  Many entities don’t want to hear anything that could put their entity in a negative light and most don’t like being told they have any problems.  It was difficult to work through this question without emphasizing flaws in each others’ systems.  It was challenging to work through misconceptions and miscommunications, but this innovative idea of opening up a dialog was exactly what helped solve issues and it continues to give City staff the ability to continue to work through any issues that arise. Since the utility conference, the Public Works Department has changed the way it works with utilities and developers and has strong relationships that can still work out solutions to utility related issues. The same core group of key individuals from the City of Las Vegas and respective utility companies that prepared for the conference helped further define some of the solutions that were discovered at the conference.  The Public Works Department, through this partnership with the utility companies took many of the ideas that came out of the UCC and turned them into new polices and procedures.
CLV Engineering Design Section
In the past, the Engineering Design section had many issues with utility companies because they were not always reviewing our plans in detail during various stages of design or doing the prior rights research until very late into the project or relocating their facilities in a timely manner.   This was causing delays and cost increases to our projects.  Also, the relationships were not there to work out problems in an efficient manner and it often became a game of pointing fingers during the construction process.  Much of the problems seemed to stem from not understanding each others’ processes and the reasoning behind the processes and the time it took to work through those processes.  As a result of the conference, the Engineering Design section has developed a master schedule/master flow chart for projects going through the utility process including process improvements.  We have also developed an FTP site in order to more quickly download and share drawings and information.  This has helped to provide better and more real time information to the utility companies including each others’ procedures, forms, plans and schedules on the projects.  A listing of key players at various meetings such as project scoping, progress meetings and project walk throughs was developed to ensure that the right people with decision making authority and information could attend the appropriate meetings.  The utility companies also requested that we have a utility coordinator/facilitator so that they have a single contact to work with who specializes in utility related issues.  We are in the process of training a utility coordinator that is the point of contact for all utility to work with.  We are currently working on a master utility agreement to allow for staff to authorize certain items, thus relieving us from having to go to Council multiple times for multiple projects and saving significant time in the projects.
We are developing a subcommittee to develop boilerplate letters of notification and documentation to each other so that it is clear where we are in our design process and when the utilities will need to relocate facilities to accommodate construction.  Another subcommittee is addressing field changes in construction to differentiate utility staff authority and procedures to deal with minor field changes in the field versus major field changes which must come back through the plan approval process.  This will significantly reduce the potential for contractor schedule delays and associated costs.
Future items for the UCC that will be addressed are the utility companies defining their submittal requirements and providing their forms and processes to our FTP site, and working on billing issues, as well as addressing construction related issues when conflicts in the field are encountered.
CLV Land Development Section
In the past, individual utility companies would submit their respective designs to the City of Las Vegas for review and permitting on their own time frames.  The timing of these submittals were not in any way, shape, or form synchronized thus causing confusion and head ache to land developers who were trying to expedite their permit process as much as possible.  There was a misconception that the City took an extreme amount of time in reviewing and permitting plans submitted by the utility companies.  Land developers never seemed to know what stage of the process their utility plans were in. Even though three of the utilities (Power, Phone, and Cable) typically share the same trench location they would submit their plans at different times.  Through the UCC preparation meetings and at the conference each utility’s process was individually presented and this helped all the participants see the how much time can be involved in a process when there are multiple agencies involved in multiple processes.  Innovative solutions to alleviating some of this confusion were brought up at the conference and then defined in the months following the conference.  On January 1, 2009 the Land Development section completely changed the information flow for review applications to go directly through developers instead of through the utilities as it was previously done.  This has made all the utilities happy about not having to submit a developer’s designs to the City and this has helped developers know exactly what stage in the process their utility plans are in.  Developers are happier because they now have complete control over when their projects go through certain processes and there is no confusion about who has what plan.  There were even some cost savings identified for developers because they where used to paying three separate permit fees.  Now they only pay one permit fee for the utilities that share a common trench.
Additionally, the utility companies felt that plan check comments from the City were not consistent which caused their designers to be confused about what the City would request on their designs prior to approving and permitting them.  The solution that came from the conference was to create a check list that the utilities could use prior to submitting their plans to help ensure that they would avoid common errors.  By August 1, 2008 the checklist was created and a policy of requiring this checklist on all utility submittal packages made to the City was implemented.    

Conclusion:

It is difficult to measure the cost versus savings of the UCC from a quantitative stand point, but the value of the relationships formed and the City’s ability to work through utility related issues is invaluable. Communication issues such as finger pointing or simply not knowing who to contact or how to get through an issue are obstacles that all parties overcame through the innovative process of participating in the UCC.  
Since the conference, there has been great communication between the utility companies and the City.  We have given formal presentations to several agencies including the Regional Transportation Commission and Clark County who are interested in our model, and, in particular, creating better relationships with the utilities.  We created booklets and address books with pictures as reference materials for contacts and procedures.  We have received positive feedback from our developers and our consultants that the projects are running more smoothly.  We are identifying potential problems much earlier on, and creating a positive environment for feedback.  

The City is proud to have worked in conjunction with the Utility companies to have had such a successful outcome which will continue to provide benefits well into the future.
PRESENTATION COMPONENTS

In addition to the 1 to 4-page synopsis listed above, include additional pages answering to the following:

1. Innovation/Creativity

How did the program/project/service, etc. improved the organization?

Were new technologies use? - NO
Was a private consultant used? - YES
• If yes, describe their involvement; and

The consultants mainly observed and stepped in during the preparation for the Utility Coordination Conference.  They acted as facilitators leading discussion and keeping everyone to the schedule outlined prior to the conference.
• Identify the consultant and/or firm, including contact information
Ron Portaro

Total Quality Resources

702-610-1919
2. Citizen Outcomes

What customer/community needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled?
Development community’s, citizen’s, and agency’s need for improved utility coordination to improve efficiency and quality of construction projects.
Did the initiative improve access to your government? - YES
• If yes, how? Utilities, developers and private engineering firms greatly increased their knowledge in efficiently accessing the City’s Land Development and CIP sections.
Has the health of the community improved as a result? - YES
• If yes, how?
Utility conflicts can present health and safety issues.  As they are resolved quicker, the public is safer than if issues go unresolved for prolonged periods of time.

3. Applicable Results and Real World Practicality

What practical applications could you share if selected?  
Importance of communication and getting people who are affected by a process involved in decision making about that process.

How applicable is the project/program/service to other local governments?
Very.  Other agencies, such as Clark County and the Regional Transportation have requested information regarding the model that we created.  Even if they have different issues that they are trying to solve, this model works as it involves the affected stakeholders in the process that affects them before government starts a new project or process.

What results/outcomes will you be able to share?
Relationships have been developed with the people who our processes affect.  Problem solving through partnering has become the standard in utility coordination.

Please include any performance measures if applicable

4. Case Study Presentation

Briefly describe what your case study presentation might include. 
Power point

