Upgrading the
right-of-way function in
the eyes of upper

management

by David E. Punches, SR/WA

This article is adapted from a speech that has been
given to several of [IRWA' local chapters over the past
few years and is still relevant.
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“Upgrading” seems to imply that the
right-of-way function is looked down
upon by top management as some sort
of second-rate, unimportant activity. I
wonder whether this is really so. From
what I've seen and heard, the problem
seems to be one of management'’s lack
of understanding of the full potential of
our function, rather than a tendency to
downgrade it.

“What we’re looking for is not status, but rather
knowledgeable management support of our

function.”

This title also has something of a self-
serving air about it. It sounds as though
we're saying, “Why don't those guys in
“mahogany row” realize what a great
bunch we are?” While favorable recogni-
tion from the brass is certainly enjoy-
able, it seems to me that what we're
looking for is not status, per se, but
rather knowledgeable management
support of our function. This is support
we must have not to make our work eas-
ier or more glamorous but, more basi-
cally, to enable us to make the greatest
possible contribution to the overall suc-
cess of our organization. So let me start
this discussion by suggesting a com-
pletely different title: “Increasing the
Effectiveness of the Right-of-Way Func-
tion by Clarifying its Role in the Eyes of
Management.” Still quite a mouthful —
and easier to talk about than to accom-
plish.

Why should we be so concerned about
top management’s view of the right-of-
way function? It seems to me that there
are three basic and interrelated benefits
which grow from management’s under-
standing and support of our function:

® A soundly based assignment from

management as to the objectives
and scope of the right-of-way func-
tion in our particular organization.

e Well-balanced and clearly defined

relationships between the right-of-
way department and the other
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departments with which we work:
engineering, construction, opera-
tions, legal, etc.

® More lead time.

Do you remember the old commence-
ment exercise story about the two work-
ers on a construction project who were
asked what they were doing? One said,
“I'm laying bricks” — The other replied,
“I'm building a cathedral.” Manage-
ment’s knowledge of the potential of the
right-of-way function has a direct bear-
ing, it seems to me, on whether we're
bricklayers or cathedral builders. Man-
agement can view us simply as the men
who can handle all the tedious, nit-pick-
ing details when the organization has to
acquire a right-of-way, arrange a lease,
or buy some property. Or, hopefully,
they can charge us with the broader
responsibility of using our right-of-way
experience in helping to achieve the
basic objectives of the organization in a
more effective and economical way.

Similarly, management’s view of our
function will have considerable influ-
ence on how we work with other depart-
ments in the organization. We can be the
“tail-end Charlies,” the guys who are
never called in on a project until there's
obviously some right-of-way chores to
perform; or we can be viewed and used
as people with important experience
who should play an active role from the
earliest inception of any project which




may have some real estate implications.

With knowledgeable management
support — as evidenced by a sound and
broad basic assignment of responsibili-
ties, and established relationships and
procedures which enable us to make the
fullest possible contribution to the total
organization — we'll also enjoy the bene-
fit of the most precious commodity we
can hope for: more adequate lead time.
Time to do an effective job of planning
and organizing our own work, time to
establish all of the requirements, time to
investigate alternate solutions, time to
negotiate the best possible price, and
time to work more effectively with all
the other departments involved in the
project. [ don't know the man who first
said, “Time is Money” — but I'm sure he
must have been a right-of-way man!

What can we do to help establish the
sort of management understanding for
which we're striving? Basically, as | see
it, we have to recognize that this under-
standing won't just happen. We have to
work to achieve it. Underscore WE! Top
management is faced with the challenge
of coordinating the efforts of an increas-
ing number of specialists and techni-
cians. If we don’t think we're getting the
sort of support our function deserves
and needs in order to make the maxi-
mum contribution to the organization,
we've got to work for it ourselves.

Certainly the best way of establishing
the value of our function is by doing a
top-notch job for the organizations for
which we work. This means being pro-
fessionals — and what better guide for
truly professional performance can you
find than our own IR/WA code of ethics?

The second precept of the code, you
will recall, stresses the need for constant
study to improve professional knowl-
edge. Keeping up-to-date with the latest
developments in the real estate and
right-of-way fields is no small task in
itself, as witness the broad spectrum of
topics which are being discussed at our
seminar.

But to deserve management's under-
standing we have to be equally under-
standing and become diligent students
of the organization for which we work.
We need to ask and seek answers to our
organization’s current objectives. What
major plans are being formulated? What
are the important problems presently
being faced in organization or opera-

tions? In each of these, what possible
right-of-way implications are there?
What contributions can our professional
expertise make to the overall success of
the organization?

Here, it seems to me, is our finest
opportunity to demonstrate to manage-
ment that we are cathedral builders and
not just bricklayers. Obviously, we have
to handle routine assignments compe-
tently. But beyond this, there is no end to
special situations in which knowledge-
able and imaginative use of real estate
savvy can make a contribution to the
organization. Perhaps it's helping the
sales department with the real estate
and zoning aspects of a plant location
study for a prospective customer who's
thinking of moving into our territory. It
may be helping the personnel depart-
ment recruit key personnel by offering
assistance in locating a new home. Or
perhaps it's helping the public relations
department establish the organization'’s
reputation as a responsible, community-
minded outfit by working with the local
community chest in finding new quar-
ters.

In order to have the opportunity of
demonstrating our ability in such special
situations, we not only have to know our
organization and what's going on, but
the rest of the group has to know us.
They have to know who we are, what we
can do, and that we want to be of ser-
vice. Here again, it seems to me, we
have the primary responsibility for
becoming known. “Communication” is
such a frequently used word these days
that it runs the risk of sounding trite, but
unless we're doing a good job of commu-
nicating — both listening to others and
letting them know what we can do for
them — we can’t be sure our services are
being used whenever they should be.

We have a special communications
responsibility in dealing with top man-
agement. Periodic progress reports sub-
mitted through the chain of command
can serve as a vehicle for keeping the
brass posted on routing operations in
our area or responsibility. In addition,
we should be alert for any developments
in the real estate and right-of-way fields
— either in or outside the organization;
and we should inform top management
of the developments and possible impli-
cations for other aspects of the organiza-
tion's operations. Perhaps a special

report on the relationship between real
estate financing costs and the level of
new construction in a market area is a
factor to be considered in sales plant
construction planning. Or it may be that
an analysis of legislative action could
have a significant bearing on right of
way acquisition time requirements or
costs.

[t could be a recommendation for clar-
ification of internal organizational
responsibilities to achieve more effec-
tive liaison both within the organization
and with outside agencies.

I'm not suggesting swamping “mahog-
any row” with piles of paper just to call
their attention to our existence. Top
management has enough demands on
their time and attention without having
to wade through tons of trivia, but I do
believe we should take advantage of
every appropriate opportunity to bring
to their attention both summary reports
of our routine operations and indica-
tions of some of the less obvious poten-
tials of a soundly based, broad-gauge
right-of-way function.

To summarize —

We really have a lot going for us. Land,
real estate, and rights-of-way are basic —
literally and figuratively — to the opera-
tions of any organization. They repre-
sent increasingly complex fields,
requiring knowledgeable and profes-
sional attention. For many of our organi-
zations, our work has a significant
impact not only on immediate costs but
on longer range aspects of customer and
public relations as well.

As right-of-way specialists, we have
the primary responsibility for, as well as
the primary interest in, top manage-
ment understanding and support. In
order to achieve this, we have to be pro-
fessionals, doing an effective job of sup-
porting the basic objectives of our
organization in every appropriate way.
To do this, we have to do a good job of
communicating — both listening and
telling.

1 suggest that the key to management
understanding and support of our func-
tion is to do what is suggested by a suc-
cinct definition of public relations I
heard recently:

“Do a good job — and
tell people about it.”
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