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INTRODUCTION

This roundtable will feature participants sharing their experiences with specifiers to determine
the best practices for creating and maintaining relationships, handling unrealistic job expectations
and collaborating with specifiers to overcome job challenges.

ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION TOPICS

1. What are the different types of specifiers? How do we build working relationships with
them?

Specifiers include engineers, civil engineers, architects, general contractors, subcontractors,
owners, government organizations such as the DOT, large manufacturing chemical plants,
plumbing companies, electrical companies, water and sewer utilities, high rise building owners,
schools, universities and hospitals.

One good way to build relationships with specifiers is by becoming involved with the
associations that affect them. Get involved with the builders, owners and management
associations, most of whom have meetings once or twice a month. Normally speaking, if you call
them a couple months in advance, you can have a half hour to discuss different situations. As
things are changing, like new technical wires that are coming in, you can explain your situation
and how what you have to offer can benefit them. 



Also, cutting contractors can offer to be more involved in information exchange as far as
providing ideas and maybe even consulting. Or, they can help out with the specs on the jobs they
are working on. Education of what you have to offer is very important. Sell them the item that
you have. This can be accomplished through a demonstration of what you can do for them, either
a free demonstration on a small job or reduced cost on a larger job. Use the opportunity to show
them what you can do and how well you can do it. Afterward, follow up with your sales
personnel to get a feel for what they thought and how you did.

A common question for cutting contractors is how to meet engineers. Sometimes you can find
somebody on the job site that’s an onsite engineer. If there is a problem, and there will usually
come a problem somewhere along the line, that’s when you meet. Because now he has a need
and you have a solution. That’s when you start the conversation. Sometimes, you even get
referrals from engineers. The trick is getting the relationship established. Sometimes it’s more
blind luck than anything, just being at the right place at the right time. But again, like going to
the association meetings, you can increase your chances of success if you put yourself in the
position to make it happen.

If the engineer or the specifier is on the job site, offer to take them to lunch. That seems to work
well for at least a few companies. This type of relationship building has worked so well in one
case that the engineer sometimes calls the cutting contractor directly to ask how they should
develop a spec.

[Moderator Tom Pyle]

I keep hearing “engineers” and it’s interesting for me being on this side of the conversation.
What keeps coming back to me is I’m sitting here as an engineer and you’re saying you’re going
to go talk to engineers. What is it that you’re going to tell me? There’s one person who calls me
regularly and he says, “I just wanted to come in and talk to you a little bit.” Well I have
absolutely no time in the day for that. The reason I would talk to you is if you have something to
offer, if you have a solution for a problem I have. What is my problem that your industry would
solve for me? There’s a few of them, and one of them is slurry. There are many organizations
like the EPA and regional water quality control boards looking over my shoulder on this. If you
come to me and say “I’m going to vacuum all this up. You’re never going to see it,” I’m going to
say thank you very much, you just got someone off my back and I don’t have to worry about
them. 

When we’re out here doing work on the [San Francisco] Bay, like building this new bridge for
$4 billion, if we drop a single drop of fresh cement into the water, we have several groups that
will come after us. We are watched over by 11 different regulatory agencies, including the
BCDC (Bay Conservation Development Commission) and Fish & Game. We’re not allowed to
build a shadow over the water, because that is going to remove algae and plankton development.
We are under regulations you just can’t imagine. If you could help us solve that, that’s what
we’re looking for. 

If you work for a general contractor doing a slab replacement in California, there is a
$1,000/minute fine for every minute after when the material is supposed to be picked up. If they



are supposed to pick up by 6:00 AM and they pick up at 6:01, it’s a $1,000 fine. If you call me
and say, “I can get in there, I’ll have somebody out there on the site, we’ll cut those slabs for you
right when you need them, right before you open,” that’s solving a problem for us. So those are
the kinds of things that are of interest to us. When you talk to engineers, keep in mind that we
have concerns and regulations and people who are looking over our shoulders and putting
concerns on us. So, if you can help us solve those problems, that’s what we’re looking for.

[Moderator George Bush]

Another area that wasn’t brought up is dust. Dust is becoming a really big issue too. We’re
having to monitor any and all dust on the job. And now silica, with the silica exposure issue, it’s
even more pressing.

[Question from audience]

What is a government agency like CALTRANS doing to mitigate the impact of special interests?
It seems like these groups bring too many new oversights and you have to play along. What are
agencies doing to try to minimize the impact of these groups? Who says that you have to
comply?

[Moderator Karl Smith]

We have to comply with what they’re saying quite a bit of the time. If we do have a problem, we
try to work with associations to resolve them. In the handouts, we addressed early saw cutting.
We resolved that issue. The saw manufacturer brought it to us and we took care of it. The specs
had not been changed in years. Tom Pyle’s department has changed 8-10 specs now. We’re
looking at the design manual and we’re changing it because it hasn’t been done in years. We’re
due to have new standard plans and standard specifications; they were done in 1999 and now
there’s a new version out of 2004. 

[Question from audience]

What do you say to the regulatory agencies when things get out of hand? The CSDA is involved
in the Silica Task Force as an association. We’ve got a case that we’re trying to present. How do
you as an organization protect yourself before your hands are so tied that you can’t build a
bridge?

[Moderator Karl Smith]

A lot of times, our hands are tied — even our organization ties our own hands. We had a
superintendent out in the field and he couldn’t complete his job because he needed a clearance.
He wanted to clean a drain out because it was plugged up, but environmental stopped him. And
he said the guy told him,” I want a letter from the governor before I let you go in there.” So
what’s going to happen? We’re going to lose the whole road. We have the same problems with
the agencies — Fish & Game, etc. — the same agencies that are a concern for you all.



When the attention started increasing in regards to the wetlands, or if you didn’t clean your
drains or there was an endangered species, we got a statewide permit that would allow us to
perform our work. The regulatory agencies weren’t getting resources for funding so what do they
want to do? They want to go after CALTRANS to say “you need to purchase a permit from us so
that you can keep doing your job.” 

[Comment from audience]

A lot of these issues are dealt with in the specs before the job ever starts. You read about some
red fox that lived under this bridge at one time, and it’s in the specs.

[Moderator Karl Smith]

Another issue too, like in the specs, if you’re working with a bridge deck with polyester concrete
and methacrylate, you need an environmentally hygienist plan before you even go out and put
the stuff down. We’ve got constraints also. We have the problems too in our own organization.

Roundtable participants thought of several ways CSDA can help cutting contractors build
relationships with specifiers and increase their knowledge of sawing and drilling. CSDA can
continue to hold presentations at the tradeshows like the World of Concrete and increase their
presentations to other organizations or associations that affect our specifiers. With technology
the way it is now, one contractor said he would like to have a database of different types of jobs
that can be downloaded onto a CD. If he’s going to talk to an engineer about a specific project,
he figures he could download the information and do a professional presentation without
spending a lot of money. Many also thought it would be helpful for CSDA to help identify
problems of specifiers, so that they can focus on solutions to specifier problems. CSDA could
also try to have more articles from Concrete Openings reprinted in newspapers and other trade
magazines.

2. In what ways can we gain access to specifiers to promote our industry means and
methods? What can CSDA do to promote our means and methods to specifiers and the
entire construction industry?

One way to gain access is through making presentations to specifier groups, like with the
Diamond Advantage presentation. Tech Fair type presentations at specifier-targeted conventions
would also be good. Ideally, CSDA will again hire a market development engineer who can
focus on specifiers, but this would have to be a well structured, well funded and well developed
program. CSDA’s magazine Concrete Openings is also very important in terms of increasing
specifiers’ awareness of our services.

Targeting specifiers through trade shows and through other trade associations (plumbing,
electrical, etc.) is also thought to be effective. We could promote our services more to city
managers, counties, states and architectural and structural engineers. This could be done by
sending out flyers or filling out Concrete Openings cards for the engineers to make sure they get
the magazine. One company has done several successful yard demonstrations for wall sawing,
slab sawing, core drilling and wire sawing to get engineers to come to their office and see the



new applications firsthand. They said it has been effective because a lot of engineers are coming
out of school and have no clue what a wire saw is or what it can do. When they do a
demonstration, it educates the specifiers and they are much more likely to use their services.

One group suggested making calls on engineering firms and trying to establish a relationship that
way. If it is successful, two things happen: the contractor finds out about jobs in advance, and the
engineer learns. Often engineers don’t know much about sawing and drilling technology. This is
where the CSDA resources, like the Professional Advantage brochure, come into play.
Estimators can use the brochure when calling on engineering firms. They can make a schedule of
calling on companies once a week. Or, if the cutting contractor is working on a job and it’s going
well, they can call on that engineering firm and make themselves known. The more information
you can give engineers, the more they know, the better it is for all of us.

[Moderator Tom Pyle]

I’d like to add, I think those were great ideas and I’m trying to put myself in the position where
you all are as a company. You have a service and something you want to supply. I’ve worked in
private industry before I came to CALTRANS so I have some sense of what it is to be both the
engineer in a private company who is designing subdivisions or building parks, etc. and then to
come to CALTRANS, and now our job out at the lab is that we are the keeper of specifications. 
What I’d like to offer is to take a few minutes and explain to you how a Department of
Transportation develops its relationships with all the organizations that are out there. 

In our specifications as engineers, when we’re putting together a set of plans for a set of projects,
the major idea we keep in mind is that we have a client who wants something built and we want
to get it done as soon as possible. You all have something that you want to sell. What we do,
though, in terms of the government organization, is that we don’t deal with a single supplier. If a
big company who wants to sell cement approaches us, I tell them we don’t deal with a single
company, we deal with a trade organization, like the Portland Cement Promotion Council for
example. 

So as we all were talking this morning, we discovered that all states have an association of
general contractors. And every state also has an American Concrete Pavement Association. In
California, they’re the heavy hitter. In California, we break concrete pavement and asphalt
pavement into two groups. If you’re selling rubberized asphalt or oil or rock or admixtures for
oil, you deal in subcommittees with the state of California that are all represented by the national
Asphalt Pavement Association. If you’re in concrete, we have quarterly meetings with the
American Concrete Pavement Association. And a part of the ACPA is going to be the Portland
Cement Promotion Council, and we have the National Ready Mix Association, who are members
of ACPA. There’s the Precast Prestressed Manufacturers who make all of their products. The list
goes on and on. My message to you all is that you would be wise to be a part of a group that
deals with the state or deals with us regularly. 

I’m going to go back to one of your issues that I was sharing with the group this morning on
Soff-Cut saws. Soff-Cut came to us, the DOT. They said they would like to do Soff-cutting on
our pavements and wherever we’re doing work. And I told them we didn’t have a problem with



the way we’re already doing business. I told them we didn’t need their service and it wasn’t my
priority. I said you can give me a specification if you want to, and we’ll get around to it when we
can. So what did they do? They went to the ACPA, which told them that if they became a
member and paid dues, then they could present at the ACPA quarterly meeting. So they joined. I
told them, if we’re going to be cutting pavement that is 10 inches thick with a Soff-Cut saw
where you’re cutting the thickness over 4, I need to know that it’s going to work. And I’m not
willing to say that your new method is going to replace what we already have. You go out, you
find a contractor and you do test sites, and if any of those slabs crack, you’ve bought them and
you replace them. So they agreed. They went to the Lake Tahoe area up at 9,000-foot elevation,
found a contractor and worked with him. They took 10 slabs, saw cut them and every single one
of them was perfect. They got that crack underneath that saw cut right where we wanted it. Then
we went down to southern California and they did the same thing. They took the risk. They put
their reputation on the line. 

As a result of all this, we now specify Soff-Cut saws. What they did was create an alliance with a
major trade organization that works with us. They told us what they wanted to do, they met with
us and gave us the specification. We put it into CALTRANS-speak and now we have a standard
specification that allows the service that they wanted to provide. They had a clear message —
they absolutely knew what they wanted to tell us. What do you want to tell us? They came to us
with the specification. They came to us with articles out of magazines, like Public Works
magazine and many others. They came to us with proof that it actually worked. They came to us
and said this is a benefit for you. We can get on the pavement quicker, there’s less chance of you
having plastic surface shrinkage cracking, of less distress to the concrete or whatever it may be.
It was an advantage to us. They found out who their target was. They figured out how to get into
the department, how to sell it and now they can sell that product to other pavers who are also
members of ACPA. So, that is just one example. Figure out your message, know how to
illustrate your advantage and be persistent.

It does take persistence. Let’s say you want to deal with a department, so you want to call
CALTRANS. Well there are 24,000 people in CALTRANS. If you decide to call the engineers,
you’ll narrow it down to 6,000. CALTRANS would be the largest engineering company in the
world if we were a private company. So how do you target the engineers you want to find? As
we were discussing earlier, figure out who you want to approach and be persistent in trying to
contact them. They’ll want to hear what you have to say if you have an advantage. There’s going
to be someone out there in those cities and counties and organizations who want to hear about
your advantage, but you have to be persistent in trying to find them.

[Question from audience]

Does your group sit down every quarter or every year to discuss and look for innovation? Do
you hold a meeting where you specifically focus on and look for what’s new?

[Moderator Tom Pyle]

Absolutely. The DOT has a division of research and innovation. We also meet quarterly with
ACPA. When we meet with them, we have someone from my office or myself, present at the



meeting. There’s also a representative from the division of construction, division of design,
division of research, division of specifications and division of maintenance. There’s about 7-8 of
us who represent these different functions in our department. Any of their members are invited to
come, and at any time they’re invited to bring any topics on the table. And we have an open
dialogue.

One of their contractors came in, a foreman on the back of a paving machine, Johnny. I’ve been
on the job with him and have a relationship with him. He said, there’s one thing you guys at
CALTRANS do. When we’re paving and doing an inlay in the middle of three lanes — we’re
replacing that lane down the middle — you’ve got these traffic buttons, these markers, on the
edge of the road. As we drive over those, obviously it’s rough. You expect us to take them off –
why don’t you pay for us to take them off? And I said, that’s a normal order of work. I
completely would expect us to do that. We specify that we take them off and that we grind them
so that we have a smooth surface. So that was an idea we accepted, and it came from a guy on
the frontline. 

One of the things that is in our package [handed out at roundtable] showed all these ideas that
came from private companies. And I’m not going to go into detail about all of them, but yes, we
do have regular meetings. And you all know how to do this better than we do. Someone who
spoke earlier said engineers come out of college and don’t know anything. You know what? I
went to the CSDA Tech Fair room today and saw that wire rope thing — I swear I’ve never seen
one of those in my life [wire saw / diamond wire]. I don’t know what it is. You guys look at it
every day, I just specify remove it. You guys know about it and it’s really helpful for you to
bring that message to us if you have something that helps us. I spec bridge removal. I don’t know
how it gets done but if you can teach us some of the ways that you do it, then that’s really
beneficial.

[Moderator George Bush]

Someone asked me this morning, exactly what is your message? What is this association’s
message or what are we trying to promote? And that’s maybe where we have to start. What do
we want to focus on? What’s our drive? The Penhall Company’s drive, working with
CALTRANS, was the grinding. Our battle is with rubberized asphalt. And that’s been our focus.
But what is our overall message on a specific job? Is it slurry? Noise? Vibration? We’ve got to
have a pitch that’s going to promote our product. 

[Comment from audience]

How about, “We’d like you to take a look at this information. We at CSDA have something to
offer.” You don’t know their questions until the dialog starts. Be proactive. Don’t wait for
someone to ask you — you have to be constantly putting out information. And CSDA does a
great job with magazine articles and publishing them in other publications. So we do have a
focus on educating the specifiers that work in our industry.

[Moderator George Bush]



But what do we want written in a spec to protect it? I’m only throwing that out there, because
there’s one half of the spec that’s protecting something but the other half’s promoting what you
can do. Karl Smith shared with me this morning… when we helped them put this tape together
on this slab replacement, he didn’t realize we could core the corners of those slabs. That’s my
fault —– that’s our fault. And he figured it out because the operator came out at the last minute
to put that plug hole in to pull the slab. He said, wait a second, I can eliminate overcuts now. I
can write that in my spec, you’ve got to core drill this in every job. It’s kind of like planting that
seed. So that’s what we talked about. 

What is the specific message? What is the goal? We need to come up with it as an association.
To make sure the industry is educated through these quarterly meetings at the various state
levels, and they’re all different. It’s hard work. Some said they were hopeful that the CSDA
Market Development Engineer position could be filled in the future, as they believe it will be
very important in terms of promoting our capabilities and bringing in specifiers.

3. Share an example of how you developed a relationship with a specifier for a particular
job. What were the benefits gained? What have you done wrong when dealing with a
specifier? 

Demonstrations were effective for educating specifiers and beginning to establish relationships
with them. One company had a demonstration and shortly after was specified on the construction
plans. The company name was listed right on the plans along with the specifiers’
recommendation for them to perform the cutting on the job. 

The biggest pitfall seemed to be over-committing for a job. When a job condition was specified
(slurry clean-up, hours of work, etc.), all the bids came in over budget so the owner reduced the
amount of work to be done on that job because the requirements were getting out of hand from
what they originally thought. 

A member of the audience asked if the specifier ever allows your company to have just-in-time
training before the job or if they require a pre-job meeting. The consensus was that it depended
on who you were working for, and whether it is a bigger or smaller job. One company said that
on smaller jobs, they have to do a full hazard assessment that the foreman has to sign before
beginning work. He said toolbox meetings were held weekly if something had changed, and
toolbox meetings were held daily on demolition jobs. 
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