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W e live in a time when there are so many experts involved
in our work – doctors, lawyers, architects, engineers, roof
consultants, roof inspectors – and, yes, even roofing con-

tractors. There are many more experts than I have room to list in
this writing. The American Heritage Dictionary, second edition,
defines an expert as, “A person with a high degree of skill in or
knowledge of a certain subject.” There are other definitions, of
course – some of them unique to the individual invoking the term.
Each person working as an expert in our field of work is guided
and influenced by his or her personality and life experience. An
understanding, empathy, and respect for this individual dynamic
are essential in forming a team. 

I have worked in this industry since the summer of 1975,
when, as a rising junior in high school, I loaded the roofs with
shingles and assisted the real roofers. At that young and mal-

leable age, I was exposed to situations that made me question
things. Throughout my career, I have worked as a contractor or
an independent consultant on a wide variety of jobs. I have run a
crew in the extremes of winter and summer. I have stayed on the
roof through high winds and thunderstorms trying to protect the
best interests of my company and customer. I have won design
awards and conducted quality assurance inspections that gained
me a reputation for expecting the best. I have been a peacemaker
and caused trouble all in the same day. I am like most of us,
whatever role we play in the equation, trying to do the best we
can. The following stories and recommendations for peace in the
valley may help us reduce the stress and friction associated with
different experts in the industry of roofing.

THE PRE-BID
We had just finished a long and exhausting pre-bid on a mid-

dle school re-roofing project. The company architect and I were
sitting in a restaurant discussing the meeting. The conversation
revolved around our surprise and disdain for the questions sever-
al contractors had asked about the existing conditions. Why could
they not understand that we could not see what the existing
detailing was at the gravel stop, below the membrane? Could they
not understand that the amount of saturated perlite was not
detectable at the time of our design survey? Why were they being
so unreasonable? It appeared to both of us that a couple of them
were trying to make us look bad in front of our client. Let’s just
say the entire meeting left a bad taste in our mouth. So did our
slow, cold lunch.

Recommendations:
Contractors: Be gentle and kind in the way you ask ques-

tions of a consultant. Treat a consultant with the same respect as
you would have them treat you. Do not ask questions if it is obvi-
ous the consultant will not be able to provide the answer. Present
questions to the consultant in writing to allow him to take the
questions under advisement. Most questions can be answered in
a very professional manner following a pre-bid with a pre-bid min-
utes addenda. Above all else, please, don’t be a smart___. 

Consultants: Respect the contractor’s right to the informa-
tion. After all, the contractor is taking a lot of risk. During the
design survey, do everything you can to make sure you have
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answers to the questions.
Spend the time and extra
money to do destructive testing
at the details. Perform non-
destructive testing to determine
the extent of saturation in the
roof. Explain and offer these
services to your customer as an
added value or as an alternate
to your basic design survey
(that doesn’t include destructive
and nondestructive testing).
Solicit help and input from a
few competent contractors early
on in the process (sometimes a
contractor may be able to pro-
vide cut and repair service as
well as input on detailing). If we
are to achieve our goal of creat-
ing a positive experience for the
owner, consultant, and contrac-
tor, communication and part-
nering are paramount.

OH NO! SECOND
AGAIN!

It was 8:00 a.m. on a cold
rainy Monday in upstate New
York. I was riding down the
road about sixty miles from my office. My mission on this fine day
was to deliver a bid. As contractors are prone to do, I had waited
until Friday afternoon to unroll the plans and crack the specs.
Somehow I thought the bid was due on Tuesday. I had been horri-
fied to reread the invitation, only to realize the darn thing was due
at 10:00 a.m. on Monday. What idiot would make a bid due on
Monday morning? Don’t they know we (contractors) usually wait
until the last minute to figure a job? We have a lot of different
motivations for this obvious poor planning. Some of the reasons
(maybe excuses) include scheduling, cash flow, and job altering
addenda. 

Anyway, I arrived about two minutes early and added my bid
to the other sixteen in the pile. The consultant and owner entered
the room together, laughing loudly (probably enjoying a contractor
joke) about ten minutes late. The consultant, bid clerk, and owner
sat across the table from me and three other roofers who had
frantically arrived just in time as I had. The bids were opened and
read out loud. A contractor from over three hundred miles away
in Ohio was the apparent low bidder. I was second and my com-
petitors were 8th and 10th. So for all that, I had missed my son’s
school play on Friday night and a long-planned hunting trip on
Saturday morning. A typical Monday morning “second again.” A
few more complaints before I stop crying. The chosen contractor
was about ten percent lower than I was and had done a consider-
able amount of work for this consultant in the past. The consul-
tant was also an Ohio “Buckeye.”

Recommendations:
Contractors: Quit your whining and do your job. If you had

paid closer attention to several things, including the bidder’s list,

invitation, or advertisement of the bid and location of the consul-
tant, your problems could have been avoided. Don’t jump to the
conclusion that there was some type of collusion. Don’t blame the
consultant for a bad bid date that may have been selected by the
owner for specific reasons. Who knows, maybe the owner was
leaving on Tuesday for a month’s vacation and needed to get the
ball rolling. Read your documents as soon as you can upon
receipt. Keep a list of the key scope, technical, and logistic areas
of the project. Look hard at the job, customer, consultant, other
bidders, schedule, and terms. You should decline the opportunity
to bid or trudge ahead with an “I’ll give it my best shot; if I don’t
get the job, it ain’t meant to be” attitude. As far as “second again”
goes, isn’t that better than accidentally low or eighth or tenth?

Consultants: Contractors will like and respect you more if
you do not schedule bids on Monday. Try to work with contrac-
tors in the geographic area of the job. Be careful in bringing your
normal gang of bidders even if it does make you feel more com-
fortable. Try to create documents that include a summary scope
of work page to help contractors understand your intentions more
efficiently. Get your questions and addenda in and out quickly
and accurately. If at all possible, discuss other bid evaluation
methods with the owner. Often, the low bidder is not the best con-
tractor for the job. If you don’t educate your owner about other
types of procurement procedures, you’re just part of the problem.

I ALMOST TOOK A FLIGHT
I was 22 years old. I had only been a roof inspector (full time

quality assurance observer) for a couple of months. My training
consisted of my hands-on roofing experience and a two-day EPDM
school where partying at night resulted in poor learning during
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the day. I knew how to read the drawings and the manufacturer’s
manual. I knew nothing about how to deal with a “mountain man”
roofer. I was assigned a project at a major university. The job was
new construction. The roof system was a ballasted EPDM over
expanded polystyrene insulation over a poured concrete deck.  

The first day on the job, I noticed that every question I asked
seemed to irritate the foreman more and more. Toward the end of
the day, I made an alarming discovery. The four-inch-thick insu-
lation was evaporating under the seams. I immediately made the
assumption (oops!) that the roofers had not followed good prac-
tices while I was at lunch. I somehow let my thoughts be known
when discussing my discovery and displeasure with the big,
strong, burley foreman. Immediately, I was informed to get my
scrawny, little, arrogant bottom side off his job or he was going to
pick me up and throw me off.  I wasn’t very wise at 22, but I was
smart enough to get down the ladder as fast as safely possible.

Recommendations:
Contractors: Please try to hire and promote people to the

position of foreman or supervisor who are mentally stable and
won’t threaten bodily harm. Train your people to work well with
consultants and inspectors. They are here to stay. Promote an
attitude of cooperation by setting an example for the men who
work in the field. Treat your employees with the respect they
deserve for doing the physically demanding work they do each
day. Practice the three Rs with your roofers: repeated reward and
recognition. They can keep your crews soaring. Hopefully, having
happy, successful workers will help keep consultants from taking
a flight of their own. 

Consultants: Ask questions of the roofing crew leaders in a
thoughtful and respectful manner. When problems are detected
(real or imagined), carefully consider if engaging in direct discus-
sion is the best course of action. Often, reporting to the designer
of record or the top dog at the roofing company is the best choice.
Always get all the facts before you draw any conclusions. Always
give the contractor the opportunity to correct a problem before

making a big issue of it. Do not approach the project expecting
that the roofer is going to try and cut corners. Keep in mind the
guys on the roof are the Marines of the building industry and
deserve your respect every day. 

CONCLUSION 
If contractors and consultants can approach each project with

a fresh and positive outlook, they will at least have a chance of
forming a winning team.

The stories in this article are partially based on real life experi-
ence. The roofing business will never be a boring place to work. ■
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