












“Our facility just won a performance award. 

The design-builders absolutely met the performance

requirements of the contract.” 

– Erin Anderson, Attorney, Cle Elum Wastewater Facility, 
Cle Elum, Washington



CHAPTER 7
TRANSITIONING TO OWNER OPERATIONS

his chapter covers the final stages of a design-build contract – start-up and

commissioning of the water or wastewater project, owner’s acceptance of the

completed project, and transition to owner operations.

The contract should clearly define the conditions for the owner’s final

acceptance of the completed design-build project. The design-builder typically

performs acceptance testing after a start-up and commissioning period.

Acceptance testing is verification that the system satisfies the owner’s

objectives as stated in the contract. That usually means operating the system

and demonstrating that it can meet the contractually agreed-upon performance

criteria. The design-build contract usually defines the required duration of the

acceptance testing period, as well as tolerance levels for each of the stated

performance criteria.

Both the owner and design-builder are well-advised to make sure the

performance criteria are measurable, achievable, and within the control of the

design-builder. Examples below illustrate the challenges in developing and

applying sound performance criteria.

• The owner-supplied equipment does not function properly. Normally, the

design-builder would be responsible if the equipment was not installed

correctly, but the owner would be responsible if the equipment proves 

to be defective.
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• Criteria require that the temperature of the

receiving stream not increase at the plant’s point

of discharge. The design-builder can be held

responsible for the temperature of the effluent,

but not for the temperature of the receiving

stream in situations where the temperature

could be affected by upstream dischargers. 

• The owner requires design and construction of a

system to meet future needs for water or

wastewater capacity. Where needs are

expected to increase, some type of modeling

would have to be used to extrapolate from the

acceptance test conditions to full capacity. 

Contracts for larger or more complex projects often

specify conditions for both substantial completion

and final completion levels, allowing acceptance of

equipment and process performance prior to the

completion of tasks such as paving or landscaping.

In addition, if a few minor performance

requirements are not consistently met during initial

acceptance testing, the contract may allow the

owner to grant the design-builder “provisional

acceptance,” with “final acceptance” being

granted once the remaining criteria are met.

Once the owner officially accepts the performance

test, the design-builder begins final transition of

plant operations and responsibilities to the owner.

The effort required of the owner in this last stage

can be significant and should not be

underestimated.

Project planning must include the final stage of the

project. Consideration might be given to start-up,

testing, training, and transitioning expectations

early in the design phase of the project to help

ensure smooth project closeout. The owner may

even consider asking RFP respondents during the

procurement phase to recommend acceptance

testing approaches appropriate for the particular

challenges of the proposed project. 

A detailed start-up plan, integrating input from all

project participants, should be completed well in

advance of first start-up activities. The plan might

address items such as members of the start-up

team, schedule of meetings for discussion of start-

up needs, the role of the design-builder in the

period between owner acceptance of the project

and final transition to owner operation, and the

handling of contingencies that might arise during

start-up. For example, the owner may want to

consider authorizing paid overtime during the

transition period. 

The design-builder has quality control responsibility and
strives to improve their reputation with every project.
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One or more representatives from operations

should be part of the owner’s team from the

inception of the project. The staff responsible for

the day-to-day operation and maintenance of the

new facility needs to understand the design as it is

being developed, to be able to ask questions about

it, and to have the opportunity to offer suggestions

to enhance the operability of the completed

project. Key operations staff should also be on site

during construction, during equipment component

and systems checking, and during acceptance

testing. 

To ensure a smooth transition, the owner may ask

the design-builder to provide both classroom and

field training to the operators. The use of unfamiliar

or emerging technologies, such as sophisticated

SCADA systems, may require an extended startup

and training period. In some instances, new staff

will need to be hired. The design-builder is probably

in the best position to prepare an operations and

maintenance manual and should develop the

manual with the substantive input of those who

will use it. The owner may also contract with the

design-builder to train the operating staff on the

use of the manual.   

We hope our handbook has been of use to you,

and we always appreciate hearing from our

readers. Please let us know your reaction to the

handbook and how it can be improved. If you send

us your questions, we promise a prompt reply. 

If you have used design-build for a water or

wastewater project, we would be most interested

in learning about your experience. We can be

reached by phone at 202-833-1950 or by e-mail at

wdbcinfo@waterdesignbuild.org.

City of Goodyear, Arizona:
Keeping the project on track 

The Goodyear utility officials selected 

design-build for a project aimed at increasing

Goodyear’s drinking water supplies in only seven

months. The city overcame the aggressive schedule

with intense communication and collaboration with

the design-build team. Tight management, including

constructability reviews during the project design,

subcontractor pre-qualification, and regulatory

permit approval kept the project on track with the

deadline. The design-build team operated the

facility for an initial nine month period and

transitioned the project to the city by conducting

acceptance testing, commissioning, and training of

the city’s staff in facility operation and maintenance.

Source: HDR, “Goodyear Water Resource Development/Alternative

Delivery,” http://www.hdrinc.com/13/38/1/default.aspx?projectID=452

(Printed November 16, 2007).
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