
C a t he r i ne (Cathy) Colan Muth re c e ntly celebrated her of f ic ial 25th
year anniversary with O.R. Colan As s o c ia t e s. Founded in 1969, the
c o m p a ny is recognized na t io nally for its expertise in pro v id i ng land
a c q u i s i t ion, re l o c a t ion, educ a t io nal and pre l i m i nary planning servic e s
for public works pro j e c t s. Ha v i ng served as the company’s Chie f
E xecutive since 1991, Cathy has a unique perspective of the indu s t r y. 

What are the most significant industry changes you have
witnessed over the last 25 ye a rs ?

O ne of the most sig n i f ic a nt changes has been the re c e nt int ro duc t io n
of public and private sector partne r s h i p s. Over the past 10–15 years,
t he states have requested mo re cont rol, and the fede ral go v e r n me nt
has given mo re authority to state and local public age nc ies re g a rd i ng
h ighway impro v e me nts and other public pro j e c t s.  Given the
expanded needs for surface transportation and an aging
t ra ns p o r t a t ion infra s t r uc t u re, public age nc ies have serious fund i ng
s ho r t falls despite the added flexibility of f e red by curre nt fede ra l
p ro g ra ms.  As a result, when states don’t have enough mo ney for all
t heir tra ns p o r t a t ion ne e d s, they are beginning to look to public and
private sector partne r s h i p s — w he re private ent i t ies invest in toll ro a d
p ro j e c t s, for exa m p l e.  That me a ns that the re are ma ny new players
in the indu s t r y.

F u r t he r mo re, on the public sector side, we’re ex p e r ie nc i ng the gra y i ng
of the industry with no clear suc c e s s ion planning. Cutbacks in fede ra l
f u nds have led to early re t i re me nt s, do w ns i z i ng and re duc t io ns in
t ra i n i ng budge t s. The re ma i n i ng industry experts often don’t have the
t i me to me ntor their suc c e s s o r s. And he re again, that me a ns the re
a re new people in critical positio ns who may not be aware of
re q u i re me nt s, int e r p re t a t io ns, and pra c t ices re g a rd i ng the Un i fo r m
Act that have evolved through the de c a de s.

H ow does that affect industry staffing?

I think that de p e nde nce on rig ht of way cons u l t a nts will inc re a s e
over the coming years. Due to de c reases in state staffing, mo re states
a re beginning to use cons u l t a nts to meet their rig ht of way ne e d s.

Add i t io na l l y, local public age nc ies with limited staff are of t e n
re s p o nsible for large fede rally funded pro j e c t s. Our kno w l e dge and
a d v ice can ma ke a sig n i f ic a nt differe nce in de l i v e r i ng a project on
t i me, within budget and with positive public perc e p t ion, partic u l a r l y
on de s ign-build projects led by eng i neers who are unfa m i l iar with
f e de ral and state re g u l a t io ns for acquisition and re l o c a t io n
a s s i s t a nc e. We are also proactive with our local public age ncy clie nt s
in ex p l a i n i ng established rig ht of way processes and pro c e du res to
e ns u re fede ral funds are not potent ially jeopardized due to no n -
c o m p l ia nce – and that they don’t ex p e r ie nce hu ge cost overruns as a
result of ma k i ng costly mistake s. 

What do you see as the significant contributions your company
has made to the industry?

My fa t he r, Owen Ric h a rd Colan, was one of the first to pro mote the
idea of using cons u l t a nts for the rig ht of way phase.  After gra dua t i ng
f rom Georgetown Law School, he landed his first job with the We s t
V i rg i n ia Tu r n p i ke, whe re he purchased all the land for their orig i na l
t w o - l a ne turnpike. From the re, he went to the Fede ral Hig h w a y
Adm i n i s t ra t ion (FHWA) in Pe n ns y l v a n ia as their Realty Specialist and
was later recruited by the West Virg i n ia Departme nt of Tra ns p o r t a t io n
( D OT) to be their Rig ht of Way Dire c t o r. In 1969, he de c ided to fo r m
his own cons u l t i ng company. 

He had been very active in the AASHTO (Ame r ican As s o c ia t ion of
State Highway Tra ns p o r t a t ion Offices) when he was with the FHWA
a nd the West Virg i n ia DOT.  At that time, he began pro mo t i ng the ide a
that it really ma de sense to use cons u l t a nts for rig ht of way
a c q u i s i t ion. His re a s o n i ng was that it took eig ht years from the time
you de c ided to build a road until the time you opened that ro a d —
i nc l ud i ng de s ign, rig ht of way acquisition, and cons t r uc t io n — b u t
only two of those years actively involved the rig ht of way func t io n .
He argued it would be mo re econo m ical to use a cons u l t i ng firm sinc e
a company may have only occasio nal need for these servic e s. He
began speaking about that, and in 1969, he started his own
c o ns u l t i ng company and is credited with starting the first rig ht of
way cons u l t i ng firm in the count r y. 
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It was about 10 to 15 years after that when the state and fede ra l
go v e r n me nts started do w ns i z i ng and mo re cons u l t a nts got into the
i ndu s t r y. States started to de p e nd very heavily on cons u l t a nts for the
r ig ht of way acquisition. He actually had a vision of the future.

What are the biggest challenges facing the industry today?

T he gra y i ng of our industry with no suc c e s s ion planning is a ma j o r
c h a l l e nge. In the past, cons u l t a nts de p e nded on being able to hire
t ra i ned people from the age nc ie s. We ’ re experts and want to hire othe r
experts to join our company. That won’t be possible for much longe r.
T h ree or four years from no w, the re will literally be no one to hire fro m
t he state or fede ral age nc ies because those with ex p e r ie nce will be
re t i re d. Within the next five years, I pre d ict that the re will be a severe
s ho r t a ge of kno w l e dge and ex p e r t i s e. 

T he big gest challenge to the industry is that the re are no specific a l l y
ge a red de g ree pro g ra ms available from which we can recruit. In fa c t ,
F H WA has realized this and is working with community colleges to
establish a curriculum that may event ually lead to a de g ree in Public
Sector Real Estate.

A no t her major challenge is the sho r t a ge of fund i ng. With the wars in
I raq and Afghanistan, as well as the cost of hu r r ic a ne recovery on the
Gulf Coast, the fede ral budget is stre t c hed beyond its limits. As a
result there’s much less funding than what is needed for
t ra ns p o r t a t ion and similar pro g ra ms.

T he cost of cons t r uc t ion is ano t her big challenge fa c i ng our the
i ndu s t r y. Because of int e r na t io nal de ma nd for ma t e r ials like steel and
c o nc rete —particularly from China— the costs of cons t r uc t i ng ro a d s
or runw a y s, by some estima t e s, went up by mo re than 30 perc e nt last
y e a r. For a state’s five-year plan that was funded based on yesterda y ’ s
c o ns t r uc t ion costs, this will mean that fewer roads can be built
a nd/or ma i nt a i ned with those ex i s t i ng fund s.  The re’s go i ng to be a
real crisis because of that in terms of our country’s infra s t r uc t u re.    

What are your secrets for leadership success?

To lead a company of any size re q u i res personal inner stre ngth. A CEO
must be a leader who is focused mo re on the future than on the
p re s e nt. I learned early on in my career that if you’re ma na g i ng the
da y - t o - day activities of a company, then you don’t have time to think
about the future. The key is hiring talented people—then letting
t hem do their jobs.  

Add i t io na l l y, I have what I call my 4-3-2 Plan for Suc c e s s. These are
four qua l i t ie s, three abilitie s, and two guid i ng principles that have
helped me in my executive care e r. The four qua l i t ies are persevera nc e,
optimism, int u i t ion and empathy. Pe r s e v e ra nce is the differe nc e
between success and fa i l u re in a care e r.  I have always said that our
b ig gest successes have come five minutes after I was re a dy to give
up.  The key is not giving up.

Optimism is the second most important qua l i t y.  Henry Ford said,
“ W he t her you think you can, or think you can’t, you’re rig ht.” I’ve
always agreed with that.  Add i t io na l l y, if you are an intuitive de c i s io n
ma ke r, it will be a plus.  This has been very he l pful for me because a
CEO must be able to ma ke de c i s io ns based on limited info r ma t ion. In
our indu s t r y, a timely de c i s ion is often far mo re important than a
perfect de c i s ion. Empathy and people skills are also essent ial. Mo s t
of your issues as a business owner or executive will be aro u nd people
i s s u e s, not technical one s.

T he three abilities are: to accept re s p o nsibility; to accept risk; and to
live in the future.  Ma na ge me nt and leadership are all about
a c c e p t i ng re s p o nsibility for the actio ns of your team. To be
s uccessful, you must give credit to your team when things go rig ht
a nd accept re s p o nsibility when things go wro ng.  

A good leader must also be a risk take r. Being a business owner is the
b ig gest gamble you can take because every job you bid is a gamble
a nd the stakes are high. You have to be willing to take risks in pursuit
of your vision. Furthe r mo re, in our indu s t r y, a CEO must be able to
have both the patie nce and the vision to plan for projects that will
not be completed for ma ny years. 

F i na l l y, I have two guid i ng princ i p l e s. The first is: never ma ke a
de c i s ion based on fear.  If you hear yourself using the word ‘fear’ in
your justific a t ion of any action or refusal to act, then back up and
rethink it.  Most people never accomplish even a small portion of
what they are capable of just because they are afra id of fa i l u re, afra id
of the cost, afra id of what people may say, or afra id of change.    

My other guid i ng principle is to avoid negative ene rg y. Othe r w i s e,
you will not have enough ene rgy to be a leade r. That holds true in
daily life as well as in busine s s. You can ma ke a cons c ious de c i s io n
not to allow negative ene rgy to drain you. Try it the next time you
miss a flig ht or meet with one of life’s other frustra t io ns. You have
t he power to choose how you react to these daily event s. I save my
e ne rgy for big ger pro b l e ms.   
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“. . . we ’ re experiencing 

the graying of the industry with

no clear succession planning.”


