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Managing and completing projects and tasks that involve
disparate parts, pieces and people is a challenge. In 2013,
TRA adopted its five-year strategic plan. The plan states that
good strategic planning addresses the issues that challenge
you today, and more importantly, those that will challenge
you tomorrow. TRA's Northern Region planning and
development staff are at the confluence of wastewater and
water treatment services in North Texas. It's a major position
that is compounded by the aforementioned challenge.

“We had to take a look at our policies, our procedures and
our behavior to see if we could find the best approach to
project development and management,” said Patty Cleveland,
assistant northern regional manager, planning and
development, Northern Region. “We identified a company
that had an approach that was different, but it was still
project management.” The two main strategic plan goals
that Cleveland wanted to focus on were Goal 2 - Customer
Service Excellence, Objective 2.4 — Accelerate the project
planning, development and construction processes, and
Goal 5 - Efficient and Effective Operations, Objective 5.4 -
Continuously identify and evaluate opportunities for “faster/
better/cheaper” service delivery. A consultant was chosen to
guide the process. The consultant’s recommended approach,
called a visual portfolio board, is visual fluidity.

Taking an alternate route

Colored paper and cards on projects boards, which are central
to the process, cover the walls in a workroom that has earned
the name “showroom.” “Paper in a digital environment was
like going backwards. I was skeptical at first,” said Cleveland.
The teams, which included planning and development, land

rights, legal, and construction services, took part in a three-
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day workshop in early 2015 to learn how it all worked. “About
the morning of the second day, seeing the staff totally
embracing it and excited and getting involved in activities
and exercises that we had to go through so they could
understand the difference and terminology of workflow,
control, work in progress (WIP) control, sold me even more,”
Cleveland stated. “We did exercises to help us understand
that the overall process is like entering into a lane of traffic.”

The instructors explained that there are only so many cars
that can occupy a three-lane highway when it’s packed. “We
realized that for us that meant that we can’t pack the lanes
with projects without knowing the flow.”

Creating the roadmap

Early in the process, the teams had to identify behaviors

and discuss improved ways to execute projects to stay on
time and budget for ongoing projects. The first test for the
new process was a pipeline development project, initiated
around March. The emphasis was on collaborative execution,
functional alignment, priority control and controlling a WIP.
It was done on a smaller scale to help the teams understand
what needs to be on the cards, how to prioritize actions, how
to visually identify where a project is, date of completion, file
numbers, and other related building blocks.

Once the teams saw the progress of the pilot, it created
excitement, and they were ready to get moving toward
creating other boards. The next board contracted was
for the plant group, which started in early summer.

It covers all Northern Region water and wastewater
projects. Another board devoted specifically to studies
was started in August.
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