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Tue. Apr. 24, 2007

Caltrans' outsourcing means waste
by Matt Hanson, president, Professional Engineers in CA Government , 4/16/2007
It is regrettable that the state has failed to include the much-needed Willits bypass in the first round of funding from the Proposition 1B transportation bond.   This omission is made all the more glaring by Caltrans’ inefficient practice of outsourcing, which has wasted enough money to fund the Willits bypass and other projects around the state.

Caltrans outsourced 1,500 engineering jobs in one month, and may seek to outsource even more of the engineering work, at twice the cost.   A Caltrans engineer, with salary, benefits and overhead, costs $105,000 per year.   An outsourced engineer costs $193,000, plus oversight costs to check the work.   That equals $250 million wasted on outsourcing.

To deliver more projects cost-effectively and on time, Caltrans should be hiring.   The legislative analyst estimates an additional 4,800 person-years of work for Caltrans from the bonds.   Caltrans has nearly 1,500 qualified engineers on its hiring list, but plans to hire only 269, which may not even replace the engineers lost through attrition.

Caltrans also seeks to outsource construction inspection, the process that ensures that projects are reliable and safe.   This service should be performed by a qualified engineer who works for the public, not for the profit motive.   Having private inspectors inspect the work of private companies is a recipe for disaster.   It increases cost while threatening public safety and timely project delivery.   Note the Big Dig collapse in Boston (which killed a woman), the Redline subway collapse in Los Angeles and the 10,000 defective welds in a San Diego interchange — all projects where the inspection was outsourced to private companies.   In fact, Caltrans is now contracting out the inspection of the final span of the Bay Bridge, which is smack dab in the middle of earthquake country.

Design-build proposals — where the state relinquishes control over design, construction, inspection and oversight — should be rejected because they waste money by eliminating competitive bidding.   Without exception, whenever design-build has been tried in California, it has resulted in at least a doubling of the cost of the project.   It shouldn’t work in theory and it doesn’t work in practice.

Paying for transportation projects and services at double the cost means only half as many projects get built from California bonds and tax dollars.   The result of that?   Much-needed projects to improve quality of life, like the Willits bypass, don’t get built.



(PECG represents 13,000 state-employed engineers and related professionals responsible for designing and inspecting California’s highways and bridges, ensuring that schools and hospitals are safe during earthquakes, and protecting our air, water and beaches from polluters.)
