
S. PETER VOLPE: The Future Is Bright
The new AGC President is puffing his talents to work
at a crucial time in the construction industry.

Peter Volpe is not unknown to iaWCC/GDCI nor to the wall and ceiling
Industry.

He was selected as the first general contractor to be interviewed by Con-
struction Dimensions not just because he is the new AGC President (and, of
course, that fact did play a role in his selection), but also because he is a
former hod carrier himself.

In 1970, iaWCC sponsored a two-day symposium on “The Performance of
Portland Cement Plaster” at the National Bureau of Standards. Peter Volpe
served as the moderator for this 2 day meeting. During that meeting, one of
his comments about keeping Portland cement plaster from cracking was that
when he was a hod carrier they always took out the cracks while the mud
was still wet in the mortar box. He brought down the house with that one.

Later, when iaWCC was being forced to move from its headquarters in the
old Dodge House Hotel because the Volpe firm had bought it and was going
to raze it in order to build a modern office, Joe Baker found himself with an
eviction notice and no place to go.

He put in a call to Peter Volpe, appealing for more time. True to fashion,
Peter said,“Joe, you can stay till they start tearing the place down provided
you and your staff don’t sue me for falling over some of the furniture we’re
auctioning off in the lobby!”

Joe and his staff stayed for another two weeks while the iaWCC headquar-
ters were made ready on Church Street in Northwest Washington.

management, S. Peter Volpe finds
When it comes to construction

it easy to live by the book.
After all, he’s the one who wrote

it.
The 59-year-old president and

treasurer of the Volpe Construc-
tion Company, Malden, Mass., has
long been regarded as the pro-
totype of what an outstanding gen-
eral contractor should be.

So much so, that he authored the
book, “Construction Management
Practice,” a volume that, for once,
cloaks sound management theory
in the language of practicality and
should qualify as must reading for
any contractor-general  or  spe-
cialty.

As the new president of the As-
sociated General  Contractors,
Volpe arrives at one of the indus-
try’s keystone positions at a time
10

needed. With construction unem-
ployment still hovering around the

when h is  sk i l l s  w i l l  be  sore ly

17% mark, with contractor failures
reaching past 1,400 last year, and
with controversey swirling around
the Carter administration’s eco-
nomic program in the face of a
17.8% bidding volume fal l -of f ,
Volpe is clearly a construction
executive in a rather warm spot.

But accepting the challenge of
spots better given to tigers is a
condition not unique to S. Peter
Volpe. As the younger brother of
internat ional ly famous John A.
Volpe, former Massachusetts gov-
ernor, Department of Transporta-
tion secretary and ambassador to
Italy, Peter Volpe has had to dem-
onstrate his own ability to avoid an
eclipse and take position on center
stage.

That he has done so with emi-
nent success is readily evident. His
company, in the $52-million-a-year
category, currently enjoys a con-
tract backlog of between $130 mil-
lion and $150 million. Throughout
the depressed business conditions
of the past two years, he has kept
his company moving steadily and
current projects include a Jordan
M a r s h  d e p a r t m e n t  s t o r e  i n
downtown Boston, and construc-
tion management on a hospital in
Me l rose ,  Mass .  Hosp i ta ls  and
subway work in Washington, D.C.

The Volpe company, headquar-
tered now in the suburban house
where Volpe grew up (now greatly
expanded) maintains a staff of be-
tween 50-60 people and has three
o f f i ces ,  Ma lden ,  Wash ing ton ,
D.C., and Miami.

The son of Italian imigrants, the
new AGC president went to work
for the company as a high school
student and then joined fulltime in
1 9 3 5 .  T w o  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  h i s
brother, John, organized the com-
pany in the family living room.

As John turned more and more
to politics, and finally out of con-
s t ruc t ion ,  Pe te r  moved up  the
layers of management, ultimately
assuming control. Peter Volpe’s
son, Peter Joseph, 28, now works
in the firm’s accounting division.

A soft-spoken man with a pen-
chant for flushing out quickly the
substance of an idea, his own tal-
ent for maintaining a substantial
work load during the recession has
not blinded him to the need for all
contractors to find more work op-
portunities both here and abroad.

To those ends he has already
publ ic ly commit ted himself  and
appearances in the nation’s capital
will undoubtedly be frequent.
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He is  a  member  o f  near l y  a
dozen construction-related organi-
zations and was also appointed by
President Ford to the recent ly
created National Institute of Build-
ing Sciences, which went into op-
eration last year.

When Construction Dimensions
caught up with Peter Volpe, he had
just returned from. an AGC meet-
ing  in  San  Franc isco  and  h is
agenda included yet another meet-
ing as well as a multitude of busi-
ness items competing for his im-
mediate attention.

So, taking things in the Peter
Volpe manner, he sat down and
talked about construction matters,
putting three hours of information
into one hour.

DIMENSIONS: The past two
years have seen some rather hard
times for all contractors. Do you see
any immediate changes-in view of
these last two years-in the tra-
ditional relationship between gen-
eral contractors and subcontrac-
tors?

VOLPE: Not really. I don’t see
any major changes taking place.
We must  cont inue work ing to-
gether just as we have been doing.
Over the years we have all worked
out guidelines, so to speak, and if
these guidelines were suddenly ab-
sent or ignored, we would slow-
down the process.

DIMENSIONS: More and more,
subcontractors feel that they are
being exposed to a greater propor-
tion of dollar risk than is the gen-
eral, that is, they have more hard
cash involved. They’re actually
doing more of the job, but their
status has not changed appreciably.
Is this criticism valid?
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VOLPE : Let’s look at i t  this
way. If a general contractor is ex-
posing, himself to fewer dollars on a
given project but he is fully manag-
ing the entire project and managing
it well then he is performing his
necessary function. Remember, he
is still responsible for the entire
project, not just the work he does
with his own forces.

Now, the work he does on his
own is beneficial, because it does
help to control the schedule. We do
this as much as possible. But the
primary function of a general con-
tractor is to bring the job in on
time, do it well, and hopefully show
a profit. If he does this, then he has
achieved his function.

DIMENSIONS: Would your rea-
soning also extend to brokers?

VOLPE : I’m aware of brokers.
But again, if they manage the job
well, it really doesn’t matter if that
broker is performing 1%, 10% or
90% of the work himself. His con-
tractual responsibility is still the
entire project and to complete the
job as per his contract with his cus-
tomer. And I would certainly hope
that all general contractors follow
the AGC motto of “Skill, Integrity
and Responsibility” because I see
no circumstance w h e r e  t h e r e
should be any deviation from this
ideal.

DIMENSIONS: It would appear
that the concept of Construction
Management is the realization of
your thinking, wouldn’t it?

VOLPE : It certainly looks that
way, doesn’t it? The pure CM in
most instances isn’t allowed to do
any work. He’s a fee paid profes-
sional construction manager. In
many CM projects, the subs get
their contracts direct.

Even here, though, if the CM is
thorough, and does his job well,
he’ll make the subcontractor per-
form as he should. There has to be
a good relationship or one of the
parties will suffer losses.

DIMENSIONS: Mr. Volpe, de-
spite the traditional bickering be-
tween subs and generals and the un-
certainty involved in any given pro-
ject, one sub has made the unqual-
ified statement, ‘give me the good,
old-fashioned dictator for a general;
if he’s a smart dictator, I’ll make
money.’

Would you go along with that
kind of assessment?

VOLPE : I think your subcon-
tractor friend has a point. In the
final analysis, we must work to-
gether. The General must be the
leader of the team. If a sub is right
on the mark and he’s driving it’s
good for the entire job. When my
company finds a sub like that we
like him. We know he keeps steady
crews, good field management,
flexibility to increase in a hurry
without hassle and get the job done
and get out.

Now, that’s a real professional.
Sure he has to protect his own
company but  he ’s  pro fess iona l
enough to realize that. the sooner he
gets out, the better for all con-
cerned. That the best workmanship
and time make for a good project.

DIMENSIONS: But  you are
acknowledged as the caliber of gen-
eral contractors that lives up to your
motto. Not every general, broker, or
CM emphasizes “skill, integrity and
responsibility.”

VOLPE : Nor does every sub-
contractor. It is now, and always
has been, a two-edged sword. It’s

(Continued on Page 27)
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VOLPE:
(Continued from page 11)

the integrity of the firms involved.
For myself personally, I ’ l l  pay
more to a certain sub that experi-
ence has taught me is good and can
be relied upon to perform.

Subs also should give better
prices to generals on the basis of
reputation and performance.

As for a subcontractor getting
burned, every sub should evaluate
the general contractor with whom
he intends to work and then that
general should be priced accord-
ingly.

If subcontractors keep complain-
ing about a certain general contrac-
tor who has hurt them and then
turn right around and bid him at the
same old price schedule, what is
there to complain about? They’re
doing it to themselves, aren’t they?

DIMENSIONS: As a general who
has little problem getting quality
subcontractors to bid to you, Mr.
Volpe, what is it that a sub can do to
get an edge with you? That is, how
does a sub make points with you?

VOLPE: Well, many subs try to
approach the principal of the firm,
me, and this can often be difficult
because of t ime committments.
The best approach—especially for
a big firm—is to go after the chief
estimator.

His recommendation about a sub
carries an awful lot of weight in the
final selection. Of course, in a
small firm, the principal and the
chief estimator might be the same
individual.

DIMENSIONS: What is a sub’s
approach to you? What is it that you
are most impressed with in looking
over a new sub?

V O L P E :  A good  resume ,  I
think. He should have a nice, at-
tractive brochure that gives some
of  h is  company’s  past  h is tory ,
projects they’ve done, proof of
familiarity with various types of
work and scheduling such as CPM,
fast tracking, CM, and the like.

DIMENSIONS: What are the top
priority items you’re looking at?

VOLPE: He should be able to
prove on- t ime comple t ion and
May, 1977

satisfied clients. That’s what I’m
a f t e r .  A l so—and  t h i s  i s  ve r y
important—he should demonstrate
his bonding capacity. With a new
sub, regardless of his track record,
we’ll automatically bond him. Most
good generals will do this. Some
Generals bond all subs;

DIMENSIONS: Have you any pet
peeves about subcontractors with
whom you plan to work?

VOLPE: It’s not really a peeve,
but I feel a subcontractor should
always read the general conditions
and know what’s in them. When he
signs a contract he not only accepts
the technical requirements but also
the general conditions.

I’ve actually been in situations
where on bid day the sub didn’t
even understand the bid form be-
cause they do not know that alter-
nates exist.

I  know they haven’t read the
general conditions and it stands to
reason that any general will start
keeping an eye on them from that
point: I know, I do.

DIMENSIONS: Speak ing  o f
forms, contracts, general conditions
and the like, the use of more or less
accepted standard subcontract
forms has never really enjoyed the
success their proponents want.
Why?

VOLPE: I’m not at all certain
why. But I think it’s probably due
to the fact that no single form can
be appropriate for all conditions.

Regardless, I think efforts to set
down mutually acceptable guide-
lines should continue, but neither
side, I don’t feel, can ever dictate a
form that will serve for every job
and every situation.

AIA has a standard form of con-
tract between the architect and the
general contractor and it is rare
when that form is not modified in
some way. The same is true for the
subcontractor.

Problems develop, for example,
when a general gets burned in a cer-
tain situation. You may be sure
that he will cover himself for that

(Continued on Page 28)
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VOLPE:
(Continued from page 27)

particular kind of contingency the
next time he gets into a contract
signing situation. You remember
the situations that went bad and
thus protection creeps in to modify
standard forms.

DIMENSIONS: Throughout the
worst recession since the 30’s, you
have managed to sustain your busi-
ness volume. But many people see a
dim future for construction. Where
do you see this industry going? Is
there really a bright future?

VOLPE: There is no question
but that the future of construction
is bright. In my mind, it has enor-
mous potential.

My son, Peter Joseph, is now in
the business here in the financial
and accounting department—and
he wouldn’t be if he didn’t see po-
tential.

The mere replacement by ob-
solescence of existing plant and
structure is a market that will al-
ways be there. Populat ion isn’t
really decreasing, so future con-
struction will have to be extensive.

Large cities, I think, will be de-
centralizing into “towns” or what
the GSA is cal l ing “megastruc-
ture” type approaches. There is
new construction, plus alternation
in the big cities. Some are tearing
down old buildings and perhaps re-
placing them with parks—which
isn’t a bad idea.

You can talk al l  you want to
about killing the Highway Trust
Fund, but many of the country’s
bridges and roads are old and are
badly in need of replacement and
maintenance right now. Some type
of funding is necessary. There’ll be
no avoiding the work that must be
done in this field.

DIMENSIONS: Continued
growth or not, the major criticism of
the construction industry is frag-
mentation. The so-caged “single
voice” seems to have multiple echoes
right now. How can fragmentation
be minimized?

VOLPE: It’s approaching. The
NCIC (National Construction In-
dustry Council) does provide the
best “single voice” on industry
matters.

The National Constructors As-
sociation, the Contractors Mutual
Association, and the AGC are now

in the joint cooperative and are
hoping to create the National Con-
struction Employers Council with
its purpose to provide a “single
voice” on labor matters.

In labor matters, we have had
the CCE (Council of Construction
Employers) which includes only 10
organizations. The CCE is care-
fully looking into affiliating with the
new NCEC because we all recog-
nize a need to sit together and come
up with the best unified approach
to labor matters.

At the same t ime, these new
groups must remain flexible enough
to accommodate the needs of the
various organizations without dis-
rupting the industry. I think we can
do it.

DIMENSIONS: On a more per-
sonal basis, what are your ambitions
in alleviating some of the problems
in the industry such as unemploy-
ment, depressed business oppor-
tunities, inflation and the like?

VOLPE: Well, as for depressed
business condit ions, I  think we
must look at the tax structure with
a view toward making the laws
more palatable for investors. I
think investment credits must be
increased because without invest-
ment you’ll have no growth. All of
the housing spurts in the past were
the direct result of substantial tax
breaks—and if credits are required
then do it.

DIMENSIONS: At the present
time, even with unused plant capac-
ity, prices are continuing to in-
crease. Many feel that any stimula-
tion would trigger off another round
of double-digit inflation. Does infla-
tion bother you and is it true that
you would like to meet personally
with President Carter on construc-
tion’s ills?

VOLPE: Yes, I would like to
meet with President Carter. As for
inflation it does bother me—as it
does any contractor with a long-
term contract.

I’m looking for steady growth
and I’m willing to accept a little in-
flation. But the double-digit variety
gets a contractor into deep trouble
and no one wants that.

Plus, many people in govern-
ment simply don’t understand con-
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struction. Too many of the rules,
regulat ions, laws and controls,
serve as prime examples of this
misunderstanding. They’re geared
more to the hardware manufacturer
or the factory situation and thus are
not geared to construction which is
an entirely different animal. These
rules and regulations if improperly
used, can add substantially to con-
s t ruc t ion  costs .

DIMENSIONS: Would the recent
call for an Office of Construction
still be an appropriate mechanism
for this goal?

VOLPE: Yes, it would be. Con-
struction amounts to what, 9-10%
of Gross National Product? It ’s
probably the biggest industry in the
country but we still don’t have suf-
ficient input on problems that could
be resolved.

DIMENSIONS: With the lack of
work situation the way it is now,
there doesn’t seem to be much room
for play in bidding work.

VOLPE: There’s room if you
allow for flexibility. Where we bid
a job, our only variable is profit. As
long as the sheets are priced to do
the job and recover costs—that’s
all costs, now—you can play with
profit all you want.

You start playing with anything
but the profit and you’re courting
disaster. Even with profi t ,  you
should be careful, that is what
keeps you in business and allows
you to grow. That’s the condition
the construction industry finds it-
self in today. There should still be
some profit-but too many are get-
ting mighty close to the equity line.

o

MARKET:
(Continued from Page 25)

costs, speed up the project or im-
prove the quality deserve preferen-
tial consideration in the award of a
contract.

Value engineering discussions
should be pursued with trade con-
tractors all throughout the design
stage of a project and these discus-
sions in turn will keep a builder
sharpened on the changes in the
marketplace.

T a i l o r i n g  t h e  s c o p e  o f  b i d
packages is  another  impor tant
method of  e f fect ing a sav ings.
Various combinations of trades and
systems lend themselves to more
competit ive bidding by a wider
group of contractors.

Another “how to cut” involves
the wide use of mockups and trial
installations and these of course
can be made in conjunction with
producers’  and subcontractors’
evaluations.

Last on my outline of “how to
cut” are the opportunities for what
we call double duty systems. Au-
tomation control that can double
for both fire safety and energy utili-
zation is a good example of this.

Summary

What I’ve outlined sounds very
complex and indeed it is in contrast
to the tradit ional way of doing
things—that is, completing the de-
sign and then awarding a lump sum
general contract. I have outlined a
process that integrates the steps of
planning, design and construction

and provides the decision maker
with alternatives.

In order to accomplish it, a good
team with strong leadership must
be put together. The leadership can
either come from a very know-
ledgeable owner, it can come from
a strong Architect/Engineer or it
can come from a professional Con-
struction Manager.

The in tegra ted approach has
many hazards and its share of fail-
ures. They key to its success is
flexibility and professional team
work.

Through the team, the building
product producers have oppor-
tunities to influence change and
demonstrate their own capability.
Such producers who show an abil-
ity to respond to this type of initia-
tive will soon find that they can
drast ica l ly  reduce the t ime for
bringing their new products and
systems from the research labs to
the marketplace, all the while, con-
tributing to the implementation of
“ sens ib l e  money  sav i ng  t ech -
niques.” o
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