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A Message from EBA’s President

Welcome to our 2020 Summer Journal. It’s virus free of course and
requires no special personal protection to read. Elizabeth Krol and Dianne
Crocker have inoculated this version with an EBA truth serum designed to
enlighten and entertain the reader. All silliness aside, on behalf of the EBA
I offer these two women our deepest gratitude for producing another fine
example of what the EBA can do.
What we can’t do is get together this summer in Charlotte for a
conference. For the first time in our 26-year history, we’re not having a
summer conference, if you haven’t noticed.
What I hope you do notice is all the great articles in this Journal, from my
not-so-great and simplistic introductory musings to the highly researched
technical papers or even a fine personal story. I also hope you notice
we’re still here even though we’re not together in one place. We’re going
a little bit virtual this time around.
What that means is we’re relying more on our website and electronic
forms of communication to share our material. The Journal is a pdf and
instead of in-person delivery, we’re turning our attention to upgrading
our webinars and delivering a broadcast version of some of the planned
conference presentations.
The business of the EBA goes on, even in a pandemic. We’re learning
and adapting to a new landscape and it’s impacting our bottom line, but
just a little and not to worry. A while back, the EBA Board of Governors
made the strategic decision to build our reserves, just for unforeseen
circumstances such as COVID-19.
But it’s not really about money, it’s about value. The strength of the EBA
is in our membership. So long as we have volunteers like Elizabeth
and Dianne, and all the terrific people volunteering their thoughts and
experience in articles and papers and webinars, we’ll continue to lead our
industry.
Damn the pandemic, full speed ahead!
Thank you,

Bill Sloan

Elizabeth Krol
National Client Manager
Partner Engineering
and Science, Inc.

Dianne P. Crocker
Principal Analyst
LightBox

Editors’ Corner
Hello, EBA! We miss you! While we are disappointed that we are unable to meet in person in Charlotte,
we are grateful to our President Bill Sloan and the EBA Board of Governors for supporting the publication of
the Summer Edition of the EBA Journal. Despite having to physically distance ourselves due to the impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic, we continue to value our technical and social exchange between EBA members. At
this time, our committee calls and the EBA Journals have become ever-more prominent in the absence of our
in-person summer conference. We hope that you will take advantage of all that EBA has to offer, including our
Virtual Summer Meeting and Zoom Arounds. And new this year, we will be publishing an additional edition of
the EBA journal in the fall, so please send your topic ideas and articles throughout the summer. Traditionally,
EBA members collaborate and readily share information with one another, for the benefit of all in our industry.
This edition of the EBA Journal includes a special feature dedicated to Future World, a term coined by Bill
Sloan to reflect the new way we are conducting assessments and lending on commercial real estate assets.
Key articles include A Post-COVID EBA and The High Cost of Low Quality. You will see these Future World
articles are marked by the EBA green color. It also includes new optimization made possible by the recently
updated EBA website. Here you can search for content and access individual articles via hyperlinks, and your
comments and discussion are welcome. Please also note that EBA does not endorse the various platforms and
software are discussed in the Journal.
As always, we welcome your input to the EBA Journal. Please send content suggestions and author
recommendations. We want to hear from you!
Stay healthy and keep accessing EBA as a resource during this unprecedented time of change. EBA is a
vibrant community of talented professionals and outstanding human beings, so take advantage of all that your
EBA membership provides.

All the best,

Elizabeth & Dianne
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January 2020 Winter Recap

Author: Ruxandra Niculescu, REM, GSI Environmental

T

he Winter 2020 Conference was a welcome break
from the cold felt in most parts of the country. EBA
members were excited to see friends and colleagues,
and spend several days expanding their knowledge of
both regional and national topics.
The conference started with EBA members doing food
preparation at the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. It
was an incredibly humbling and rewarding endeavor,
and if you have not yet volunteered at one of these
events, it’s worth considering. Whether you want to
take part in one of the EBA Gives Back Events, or just
locally in your community, there are dozens of ways to
be kind to one another.
Monday’s sessions were full of fantastic information.
We took a look at how California is changing Vapor
Intrusion assessments; learned about the challenges
to existing infrastructure and evaluating earthquake
risks. Two sessions were dedicated to technology and
how it affects and can help consulting and the due
diligence world. But the most volatile and thoughtprovoking presentation was The High Cost of Low
Quality: Following Through on Quality Management
Programs to Improve Quality.

moderators finally had to call the session to a stop,
reminding everyone that drinks were less than an hour
away.
The essence of Monday’s discussions carried through
into Tuesday, with the Phase I commoditization
resurfacing to draw attention from both lenders (users)
and consultants (producers). Some key take aways
from the session included “Focus on saving your client
time.” And “Solve problems, gain loyalty; differentiate
yourself.” Overall, it was clear that communication and
feedback are key.
As we went into the concurrent sessions, consultants
focused on up coming ASTM 1527-13 changes while
the lenders completed the banker survey. Roughly 10
points were brought up, which included cleaning up
the CREC/HREC definitions, clarifying the shelf life
of a PHI, moving the discussion on data gaps and
significant data gaps into Findings/Conclusions, and
defining an Environmental Professional’s role.
As we all talked about the fact that change was needed
in the industry, we had no idea that in a couple of short
months, the entire world would change. ■

The panel took a hard look at the results of accepting
a low-cost Phase I ESA and what the actual value
of a quality report is. Despite being the last session
of the day, questions went well past the end time
of the session with more hands in the air when the
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“Virtual” Site
Reconnaissance in the
Time of COVID-19

Author:

Jessica Crutchfield
Attorney / Shareholder
McRoberts & Hartis P.C.

S

ince mid-March 2020, shelter-in-place orders
have been issued throughout the United States
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, making it logistically
difficult for an environmental professional (EP) to
visit properties. The site reconnaissance — one of
the four basic components of conducting a Phase
I Environmental Site Assessment (ESA) under
ASTM Standard E1527-13 (the “Standard”) — has
by professional custom required an in-person site
visit. During site reconnaissance, an EP inspects
the site to make physical observations of the site
conditions, including smelling noxious or foul odors
and looking for signs of hazardous materials or
petroleum products. As part of national efforts to limit
the spread of COVID-19, however, recommendations
and requirements for limited travel, working remotely
for professions not classified as “essential,”
restrictions on visitors to certain facilities, and site
contact persons’ discomfort with escorting visitors are
keeping EPs from thoroughly inspecting properties
in person. As a result of the restrictions, EPs are
exploring “virtual” site reconnaissance (VSR). This
article discusses the Standard’s requirements for site
reconnaissance, VSR methods, considerations for
when and how to use VSR, and recommendations for
this time of “social distancing.”

Site Reconnaissance under ASTM E1527-13
Standard

Author:

Kristen Ellis-Johnson
Associate Attorney
McRoberts & Hartis P.C.

According to the Standard, the purpose of the site
visit is to physically observe the property as part of
evaluating the likelihood of recognized environmental
conditions. It typically involves physical observation
of the interior and exterior (including site boundaries)
of the site using vision and smell1. The interior
reconnaissance should include common areas, as
well as maintenance and repair areas, boiler rooms,
and a representative sample of occupant spaces.
However, the Standard recognizes there may be
circumstances limiting the EP’s ability to gather

4

1. Standard E1527-13, 2013 “Standard Practice for Conducting the Phase
I Environmental Site Assessment” ASTM International, West Conschohocken, PA, 2013, www.astm.org. (Hereinafter referenced as “ASTM
E1527-13”). See § 9.2 (Observation) and §3.2.100 (Visually or physically
observed).
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certain information. In fact, the Standard uses site
reconnaissance as the example in defining data gaps:
“Data gaps may result from incompleteness in any of
the activities required by this practice, including, but
not limited to site reconnaissance (for example, an
inability to conduct the site visit)[...]”2 Recognizing that
data gaps may exist, the Standard requires EPs to
explain any limitations or exceptions and to document
their methods of observing the conditions at the site.3
The Standard requires the EP to document limitations
such as “adjacent buildings, bodies of water, asphalt,
or other paved areas, and other physical constraints
(for example, snow, rain).”4 “The report shall identify
and comment on significant data gaps that affect the
ability of the EP to identify recognized environmental
conditions and identify the sources of information that
were consulted to address the data gaps.”5 As Julie
Kilgore, chair of the ASTM E1527-13 committee, put
it, “The current issue is really about data gaps. It
could be COVID-19, it could be the real estate crash
a few years ago when owners walked away and there
was no access to a locked building, or it could be 6
feet of snow on a former mine site. Our industry has
the tool to address this. Look to the standard and
follow the basics.”

Methods
How does VSR work? While the term “virtual” may
spark some futuristic vision of virtual reality or drones
flying through facilities, what EPs are doing in reality
is quite simple. EPs are using smart phones and the
internet to rely on another person who can access the
building to walk through the facility, allowing them to
see inside an inaccessible building through the same
methods we have all turned to in order to communicate
with co-workers and family members during this time.
FaceTime, Skype, Zoom, Google Street View, and
other interactive platforms allow a person to observe
the site conditions from their computer desk while a
site contact walks through the facility using a smart
phone to send video. Based on interviews with
2. ASTM E1527-13 §3.2.21 (Data Gap).
3. See ASTM E1527-13 §9.2.4 (Limiting Conditions)..
4. ASTM E1527-13 § 9.2.3 (Methodology) and ASTM § 9.2.4 (Limiting
Conditions).
5. ASTM E1527-13 § 12.7 (Data Gaps).

several consultants, typically, these interactive tours
are conducted in real time (rather than pre-recorded)
to allow the EP to guide the walk-through and ask
questions or request a “closer look” as needed. The
choice of software determines whether the walkthrough can be recorded or distributed to more than
one additional person. Site photographs, which the
EP would ordinarily take during the walk-through may
be captured as screen shots via computer or might be
taken at a separate time by the owner or operator and
provided to the EP in advance of the VSR.

Considerations
In speaking with several EPs, there appears to be a
strong preference to continue conducting in-person
site visits, when possible. For instance, an EP can
easily tour an office building that is currently vacant
without encountering others. When able to conduct
a site visit in person, an EP should be sensitive to
the health and safety protocols of her company
and of each building, remind site contacts of socialdistancing guidelines, and make prudent choices
regarding masks, gloves, or other protective wear.
When VSR is necessary, the selection of the site
contact person to conduct the VSR walk-through
is a matter for the EP and client to discuss. Ideally,
the person conducting the walk-through is building
maintenance personnel or other party intimately
familiar with the building, and someone that is
forthcoming with requested information. Of course, if
the person facilitating the walk-through is the seller in
a transaction, it is possible he or she could downplay
or skip issues of concern; but EPs interviewed for
this article report that site contacts have been very
cooperative and willing to help in order to move deals
forward during this time. Further, experience shows
an unwilling site contact can be a problem even with
in-person reconnaissance, not just VSR.
There may be logistical challenges with VSR. One
logistical challenge noted by multiple consultants
interviewed for this article is that cell phone reception
and wifi signal can become a problem in some portions
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of buildings. However, one solution to this problem
is to make sure the person conducting the walkthrough takes photographs or records videos of any
portions where reception limits observation. It is also
important to become familiar with VSR guidance that
applies to the particular transaction; for instance, the
guidance issued by the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development requires photographs to
include date stamps on the photograph itself, which
may require using a traditional digital camera rather
than a smartphone camera.
Another limitation is that VSR does not allow for
the observation of noxious odors, as required to be
observed and described in the report.6 The inability
to observe odors should be explained as a limitation
in the report.
Aaron Kovan of Partner described another limitation
of VSR:

control this through communication and every
virtual site visit that we’ve conducted so far has
been with a cooperative site contact, but this
could certainly be a limitation.
Given its limitations, VSR may not be appropriate
for some properties and circumstances. The Small
Business Administration (SBA) and Freddie/Fannie
lenders have stated a willingness to accept VSR,
but rely on the discretion of the EP to determine
whether the data gap can be overcome on a caseby-case basis. The particular use of the site may also
determine the appropriateness of VSR. While VSR
may not be sufficient for a heavy industrial use, SBA
points to the consultant’s discretion as to comfort
level using VSR. Similarly, because a property owner
is in the position of greatest risk, a potential buyer
may be wise to delay a deal rather than rely on only
a virtual visit.

Recommendations
A lot of the observations that happen during a
typical site visit happen organically as we move
through the building. A minor detail or a small
stain that is observed walking down a hallway
can be indicative of a larger issue. Those things
can be missed using this site visit method. The
human field of vision is much greater than the
field of vision offered by a phone camera. And
again, we become beholden to the site contact;
they know their building so well that they can
miss or quickly move past issues that they
either don’t know about or have dismissed and
therefore, don’t even think about anymore. Our
fresh eyes are one of the biggest benefits of
being at the property. Having them in control
of the video can limit that benefit if the site
contact moves too quickly or avoids areas of
know issues. In general, we have been able to
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6. ASTM E1527-13 §9.4.2.5 (Odors).

EPs conducting VSR can take measures to improve
the process to account for its limitations. The EP
should seek out the best available person to perform
the walk through. The EP should 1) prepare the site
contact through discussion of expectations and what
the EP will be looking at; 2) request and review site
maps and photographs in advance to create a route for
the guided site visit; 3) allow additional time for more
detailed notetaking to ensure adequate information is
recorded to describe the method and completeness of
the site visit in the final report; and 4) conduct followup with additional personnel and clients immediately
after the walk-through to determine whether any
concerns were raised that require more information.
EPs should consider exercising extra precaution
related to VSR in its contracting documents, or at the
very least include terms relating to the decision to use
VSR in its proposal or correspondence with clients.
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EPs should determine whether VSR is necessary and
possible early in the engagement and include VSR in
the proposal or have something in writing establishing
the expectations. EPs should also develop standard
report language that addresses the limitations of
conducting VSR and should analyze the specifics of
each unique situation as required by the Standard.
EPs and report users, like banks and property owners,
might consider seeking a signed document from the
person facilitating the walk-through stating that the
conditions shown were representative. Additional
questions on owner questionnaires, or simply being
more insistent on getting the typical questionnaires
completed may be useful. Some users (like the
Healthcare Mortgagee Advisory Council) have
gone further by developing their own framework
for requirements of VSR including a detailed list of
required photos. Report users may insist that the
Phase I ESA include a signed questionnaire from the
property owner, comprehensive photos, maps, and
other owner-provided records such as those related
to hazardous materials, petroleum products, and
onsite processes. EPs and users should also pay
special attention to the report language regarding the
significance of the data gaps caused by conducting
VSR; users that are property owners also need to

think about next steps given the limitations in the
context of seeking statutory liability defenses and
making business decisions.

Conclusion
Despite the limitations of VSR, EPs and report
users are finding it is sometimes necessary during
this pandemic. Although it requires ingenuity and
insistence, experienced EPs interviewed for this
article seem confident that they can still deliver a
high-quality work product relying on their judgment to
determine the significance of the limitations so that
users can assess the risks related to the property.
With good communication between all parties,
sophisticated report users can determine when VSR
is not appropriate based on the property, limitations,
and the overall deal. Perhaps there is a silver lining
in which better communication, increased ingenuity,
and deeper analysis of a project will provide benefits
beyond the time of COVID-19. ■
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Re-occupying Your Facility with Confidence

Author: Ben Jelin, Senior Project Manager - Industrial Hygiene Services
Partner Engineering and Science, Inc.

A

s we settle into what many people are referring
to as the “new normal,” most commercial and
public buildings are sitting vacant while their former
occupants shelter in place in their homes. Although
the risk to human health is at the forefront of this
unprecedented event, other considerations must
be made to prevent the spread of the virus and
manage risk once your facility is open for business.
This pandemic is constantly changing and in order to
ensure that you are following the best practices and
procedures, it is essential to have an experienced
certified environmental health and safety specialist
on your team. In addition to COVID-19 virus-related
tasks, these specialists can perform other health and
safety assessments that may be required as a result
of extended building vacancy. Below are some of the
questions that we have received from owners and
facility managers.
Q: My immediate concern is the presence of
COVID-19. How do I know if I have it in my facility?

8

A: Currently there is not validated, commerciallyavailable surface test for the COVID-19 virus;

however, laboratories are beginning to market virusspecific environmental sample analysis. Interpretation
of this COVID-19-specific presence/absence analysis
can potentially be disputed, as the sampling process
can pick up dead/inactivated viral RNA and produce
a misleading positive result even if cleaning and
disinfection has been completed in accordance to
industry standards. Furthermore, the COVID-19specific testing does not offer the customary fast
turnaround time on samples. The quickest we have
observed on this type of analysis would get the client
results in 24 hours after the sample reaches the lab,
which can be valuable time when trying to reopen
a building/facility. In many locations, the samples
will be required to be shipped to laboratory which
can delay the opening of your business. However,
this type of testing is not without merit as it may be
useful in determining whether a space/room/building/
surface had been exposed at one point in time, and
may assist a business in a lost revenue insurance
claim. For a timelier assessment of the cleaning of
the facility, ATP (Adenosine Triphosphate) surface
testing can provide real time results. Although it
does not provide COVID-19-specific results, it is

Back to
“In This Issue”

likely that when used to assess a space that has
been cleaned adequately and/or disinfected utilizing
a EPA-registered N-List Disinfectant according
to the manufacturer’s guidelines, it can give you
confidence that your cleaning team has lowered the
environmental transmission risk for COVID-19 in your
facility.
Q: What if the result of the testing indicates that my
cleaning and disinfecting protocol are not sufficient?
A: If your ATP testing results come back above the
established criteria, a Certified Industrial Hygienist
(CIH), Certified Safety Professional (CSP) and/or a
trained industrial hygiene team member can provide
guidance to develop appropriate cleaning protocols,
as well as assisting in the contractor selection for
future cleaning. A visual cleaning assessment or
contractor oversight may also be valuable to evaluate
the adherence to any previously established cleaning
protocols.
Q: My building is now dormant. Are there other things
that I should be concerned with?
A: It may be wise to take advantage of having a CIH
inspect your facility for a variety of underlying issues,
such as but not limited to indoor air quality (IAQ),
mold, or legionella. These may become more serious
concerns as your building remains unoccupied. The
operation of heating, cooling, and plumbing systems
as part of regular daily functions may be reduced
or cease entirely. This change in use may result in
conditions in which mold and/or legionella can flourish.
Testing for these contaminants while your building is
not occupied, and creating plans to correct or prevent
such occurrences, may prevent future disruptions in
business and further assure your tenants that your
building is safe to re-occupy.

Q: How can I be more prepared in the event that
something like this happens again?
A: Owners should have a pandemic preparedness
and response plan in place. Since this is an
unprecedented event, some companies may have a
disaster preparedness and response plans that need
to be reviewed for adequacy and to ensure they call
for industry best practices. If you do not have any
plan in place, a qualified health and safety consultant
can provide a templated version or one specific to
your business; however, having a plan is not enough.
To ensure that employees and staff can adequately
respond, we suggest training and conducting table
top exercises. If possible, this should be done
in coordination with corporate offices and local
emergency management agencies. At Partner, we
feel so strongly about helping the CRE industry get
through this crisis, and preventing the next one, that
we are donating health and safety services such as
pandemic plans and online training.
As we feel the impact of this pandemic in our personal
lives, many of us are also feeling it in our professional
lives. For business owners and facility managers,
this may be the ideal time to engage certified
environmental, health and safety consultants so that
you can avoid potential liabilities associated with a
potentially unsafe work environment. Sometimes
these costs and liabilities can occur just from the
perception of a work environment being “unsafe.”
That’s why utilizing certified assessors is so crucial,
as their certification shows a competence and
adherence to a set of ethical principles. ■
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Author:

Author:

Principal, LagoPM

REM
GSI Environmental

Lizz Barringer Lagomarsino

Ruxandra Niculescu

A Post-COVID EBA

D

ozens of cabs, Ubers, and Lyfts arrive at a
bustling hotel, where travel weary guests wrestle
with their luggage as they search for the check in
counter, and the familiar logo of the Environmental
Bankers Association. Most of them have just come
from the airport, where they were jostled through
security check points, sandwiched between strangers
at boarding gates, and crammed into a packed plane
like so many sardines. These same people, traveling
from different states and countries, are excited to see
friends and colleagues, whom they have not seen
in months. They look forward to shaking hands and
hugging, sitting together to learn and laugh during
presentations, and exchanging war stories from the
office and field over drinks during dine arounds.
These were the times before the COVID-19 Pandemic.
But now, physical and social distancing are here –
large and in charge. What does the future look like
now that our normal lives have been upended? For
those of us who have been around since the 1990s,
the Environmental Bankers Association (EBA) is
embedded in our career. It has shaped our career, it
has created our network, it has become a necessary
part of our jobs as risk managers and consultants.
COVID will change that – but how? We cannot predict
what Future World really holds until there is adequate
testing, more knowledge of the virus actions, and a
vaccine.
The EBA will change, the EBA has to change to
meet the needs of the current and likely future social
and working norms. We will not shake hands in the
near future, we will not hug old friends, we will not
share dessert at a networking dinner. We all may not
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be able to be packed into a room talking about the
quality of due diligence for a while. Our lives have
been hijacked by COVID-19.
CURRENT IMPACTS
We’ve had to switch to working from home, many of
us having to re-adjust to tiny work areas, less screen
real estate, and contending with pets, kids, and other
people vying for our attention (as well as our coffee
cups constantly turning up empty during critical video
conferences).
Lenders, with continued strong security requirements,
are learning new ways to manage workflow. Systems
can be slow when remote, and work at home schedules
sometimes need to be flexed. Bank policies are also
being flexed, especially on lower risk properties
where alternate due diligence can be used if it makes
sense outside of policy. Sometimes, based on the
property type or credit considerations, a credit waiver
can allow completion of the due diligence after loan
origination when a site visit can be safely completed.
Some lenders have been swift to implement
guidelines and changes in their scope of work, while
others have relied on the consultant to present
viable options for overcoming obstacles created by
COVID-19 and government imposed stay at home
orders. The approach to site visits has seen a shift,
with technology, playing a large part in the decisionmaking process. Lenders have found that the ability
of consultants to obtain photographs from a site
manager or owner, when access is restricted, or do
a site walk via zoom, has been working for some
properties.
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Lenders have also found that increased
communication is required to minimize the increase
in the limitations of site inspections and file reviews.
Lenders are requesting that the final report include
a clear discussion of the source of the photographs
and confirmation that the consultant directed the
photographs. For example, borrower provided
photographs must be notated as such. The final
report must be clear as to how COVID impacted
the completion of the report and if the conclusions
were affected. This new way of conducting site visits,
however, may turn into a cost savings for lower
risk properties and remote properties, resulting in a
positive outcome in the long run. It certainly warrants
a discussion and could present additional options for
future due diligence.
On the other hand, lenders also need to be vigilant
to confirm that the environmental risk is not being
downplayed by the borrower or property owner.
COVID should not be used as an excuse to limit due
diligence or accept a significant environmental risk.
Some transactions have had to be paused because,
without a site visit, the potential environmental risk
is just too high. Many larger and environmentally
complex deals are on hold.
THE EBA COMMUNITY – STAYING ALIVE
As the world struggles to find a new normal, so too,
does the EBA.
Those who specialize in lending environmental
due diligence are a small and specialized group.
The EBA is the place for our community to delve
into environmental risk management, complex risk
decisions, and emerging risks and technologies.
While committee conference calls keep us active, it
is the routine January and June conferences where
we get really get the opportunity to strengthen EBA
networks.
The June 2020 EBA conference in Charlotte has
been canceled and it is uncertain if we will have a
conference in January 2021 - only six months from
now. If we are to meet in January 2021, will we shake

hands, will we share rooms with our conference buddy,
will we come with a cleaning kit to sanitize everything,
will vaccine paperwork be required, will we all sit six
feet apart, will we be tested for COVID? This all may
sound extreme but, who really knows? Nothing is
certain with this virus, there are conflicting messages,
and news is constant. According to a recent study
issued from the University of Minnesota (https://www.
cidrap.umn.edu/sites/default/files/public/downloads/
cidrap-covid19-viewpoint-part1_0.pdf), if COVID-19
follows a pattern set by the 1918 Spanish flu, the
pandemic is likely to last up to two years.
The familiar bustle of over 100 people at the EBA
conferences may not be in our immediate future but
that does not mean we have to be any less active.
Future World for the EBA must include the ability
to continue to meet and network – likely in a virtual
space.
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VIRTUAL CONFERENCING
So, what is the EBA’s Future World scenario? It
seems reasonable that the EBA will rely heavily
on virtual spaces for conferencing, training, and
networking. With so many options available, picking
the right ones will be instrumental in maintaining a
thriving community.
The EBA board of governors is currently planning the
June 2020 virtual conference using GoToWebinar.
A content committee has been working diligently on
lining up content. The June conference will be free of
charge for EBA members, but it will also be limited to
500 attendees. This will be a new experience and it
will not be perfect, but we are moving forward.
Under the scenario where virtual meetings must
continue, how will the EBA attract attendance. The
conferences have been a significant source of
revenue for the EBA and we must be able to fund
the continued operation of the organization. Future
sessions and webinars may be sponsored and may
come with a fee. On the flip side, the virtual conference
option could reach more of our membership, keeping
our current membership intact and helping grow new
membership.
This should be looked at as an opportunity to expand
EBA and reach those who previously could not make
it to our conferences. Options might include live
sessions in shorter settings, either on a half day or
multiple day schedule. We can add different tracts for
learning and provide a wider breadth of information as
specialists provide key information. Each live session
or webinar could have a sponsor and moderator,
presenting the opportunity for some continuity and
marketing opportunities.
Engagement can be enhanced by allowing live Q &
A sessions and offering a forum-based Q & A after
the live broad cast. Webinars could be showcased
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in advance, with attendees allowed to sign up and
present questions. Depending on the content,
EBA could develop an amended payment scale, to
generate new revenue streams.
While the specifics are yet to be determined,
discussions have included fee based and sponsored
content in the future. There must be a structure for
paying for conferences, if the in-person event cannot
happen. Ultimately, EBA will need to find a way to
retain members, by continuing to provide relevant
and valuable content, and continuing to grow the
community.
VIRTUAL NETWORKING
The EBA conference has always been an excellent
place to network. From the session breaks to lunch
topics, sponsored social hours to dine arounds, and
post dinner evening gatherings. This is where we get
to know each other and engage in environmental due
diligence discussion. It is so valuable.
COVID is isolating. How will we keep the network,
on which we rely, thriving? We must make it easy
to stay involved and network. The EBA has to find
new ways to network. What are the possibilities for
our future? We need virtual options and ideas to drive
engagement and participation.
Technology provides a myriad of tools, ranging from
video conferencing software, to customizable social
media apps and live webinars. Picking the right
technology to drive engagement can seem daunting,
but only because the menu of options is so diverse.
The key to keeping our community engaged will
be ease of use. Most of our lives were jam packed
before the pandemic struck, and now, things are no
less involved.
Bank employees may be limited in the tools they are
allowed to use. Will the use of personal computers and
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cell phones be allowed? Will that result in a liability for
the EBA? What could networking look like? Could it
be non-EBA-sanctioned? Smaller groups gathering to
discuss specific topics and facilitate getting to know
each other, learning from each other, helping each
other? But, the EBA has always been inclusive and
encouraged everyone to mix and mingle – we don’t
want this to turn into exclusive groups who know each
other. The EBA has an amazing network and we need
to keep that alive.
EXISTING TECHNOLOGY AND FUTURE WORLD
TECHNOLOGY
Over the past several years the EBA website has
been updated – and is more than ready to serve our
virtual needs. SocialLink, with a LinkedIn or Facebook
style feed, has been added. You can Check the feed
daily, see what your colleagues are up to, and join
in on technical conversations about environmental
risk management and life during COVID. There is
so much more you can get from the EBA Website so

check it out. Additional details on how to connect can
be found in the “EBA’s Interactive Website” section
on page 20.
Likewise, the virtual world could help bolster our ranks
by providing easy access to How To training videos,
blogs, white papers, and forums. Members will be
able to share resources with the click of a button or
the sharing of a link.
CONCLUSIONS
The world can move at the speed of the Internet,
regardless of whether it does so from the structured
setting of an office, the comfort of our couch, or
the sunny backyard. We are restricted only by our
willingness to adapt (and our bandwidth) and in the
content we develop and consume. As long as there is
a creative problem solving and an ability to innovate,
there will be the potential for growth and expansion. ■
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Ask a Banker / Ask a Consultant

Author: Dianne P. Crocker Principal Analyst, LightBox

F

or this inaugural column, we posed the same series
of questions to EBA members on the commercial
real estate lending side, and to environmental
professionals supporting lending operations. We are
grateful to this month’s participants for their willingness
to share insights and perspectives on today’s timeliest
topics. If you are interested in participating in the Ask
an EP or Ask a Lender columns in future editions,
please email dcrocker@lightboxre.com.
ASK AN EP
John B. Sallman, P.G., Assistant Director
of Environmental Services, Terracon

distancing and the use of face masks in the office to
help prevent transmission of COVID-19.
From the last downturn, we know that no matter how
bad things get, it also rebounds. The rebound is like
dribbling a basketball on gravel. On a court, you know
which way the ball will bounce when you dribble it. On
gravel, it takes some odd angles and projections that
you were not expecting. We learned from the Great
Recession that we need to be flexible and responsive
to what the market has to offer. That exercise of being
inventive will need to continue during the recovery,
as we will likely see unexpected bounces of the
basketball.

Consultants, Inc.

Q: What are some strategies your firm is thinking
about as we all prepare for a return to business as
shelter-in-place directives are lifted? Any lessons
from past downturns that are worth remembering
now?
A: We took quick action to provide and require PPE
on job-sites to help protect our front line workers.
We also operate laboratories associated with
geotechnical and materials testing in most of our
offices. These labs have remained operating during
the pandemic with greater distance between workers
and a transition to shift work to complete the work
while minimizing contact. Most other employees
have been working from home. As we slowly start
reintegrating across the country in the coming weeks,
Terracon is choosing a slow reintegration approach
in the offices. Most employees with continue working
from home, those who are currently in the office
will remain and a few select key individuals will
begin working in our offices. We will maintain social
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Q: How is your firm handling Phase I ESAs conducted
during the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due
to lack of a site visit or inability to obtain records/file
reviews)?
A: Phase I ESAs have continued, despite social
distancing requirements. We have continued to
complete site reconnaissance on property exteriors. In
some cases, buildings are not occupied or minimally
occupied and we have still been able to conduct
interior reconnaissance of buildings. In some cases,
such as with multi-family housing, we have only
entered vacant units and noted such in our report.
In other cases, such as with medical facilities we
have coordinated with a property manager or building
engineer to use FaceTime, Skype or other means to
complete a virtual walkthrough of a building and the
pertinent mechanical areas to complete a site visit and
ask questions. In any cases, states have files available
on-line, which has not hampered us in completing file
reviews. In other cases, some states have minimal
staff that are still working and they have e-mailed
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scanned portions of files. Where these options are
not available, and file reviews can’t be conducted,
we have relied on interviews with regulators to gain
the information needed or we have simply noted the
inability to get the required information and made our
opinion based on the information available.
Q: How have you adjusted to a work day during
shelter-in-place? What have you missed the most
from the real world? What are you looking forward
to when we can travel more freely and return to our
offices?
A: My work days have become somewhat like the
movie Groundhog Day. A regular routing of a Zoom
workout with some friends (rather than meeting in
person outdoors), shower, breakfast, work, lunch,
work, dinner…. In order to not let work overrun me
while home, I have shut the computer and phone
down completely between 5 and 6 each day and don’t
look at anything again until morning. That way home
and work aren’t so intermingled that I burn out. I think
I have painted about half of the inside of my house,
amidst other home projects that have been neglected
for far too long. I am looking forward to being able to
again meet with people face to face and be able to
read faces and body language. It’s so hard to present
and talk to a group via video call when you can’t see
your audience.

Mike Kulka, P.E., Founder and CEO, PM
ENVIRONMENTAL, INC.

Q: What are some strategies your firm is thinking
about as we all prepare for a return to business as
shelter-in-place directives are lifted? Any lessons
from past downturns that are worth remembering
now?
A: This was entirely different from the Great
Recession which took several weeks to over a month
to realize the reduction in work volume to evaluate
staffing. During this period, we identified increasing
volume in opportunities in workouts/foreclosure to

offset traditional transaction volume which reduced
layoff numbers. The COVID-19 Pandemic created
an instantaneous closing down of the world with no
set horizon on when it would reopen. This eliminated
access to just about every type of property we could
assess initially with clarification to allow limited access
to some.
I hope I never experience an event like either of
these as once in a lifetime is once too much. We
have had flexible remote working accommodations
for a couple of years now and this pandemic was
a good test of how well prepared we were and will
be moving forward so we will be surveying staff on
what needs refinement and what works well. We will
have Microsoft Teams video conferencing to further
integrate with our operations.
Q: How is your firm handling Phase I ESAs conducted
during the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due
to lack of a site visit or inability to obtain records/file
reviews)?
A: PM has been evaluating and addressing limitations
in our Phase I ESA Modus Operandi on a case by
case basis with respect to site access and availability
of government records. Luckily thus far, significant
data gaps have been very limited and we have been
able to gain interior access to most facilities that are
utilizing hazardous materials/petroleum products due
to these operations either being closed or operating
with skeleton crews. Our staff are exercising continued
social distancing and using PPE while conducting
site inspections when few, if any occupants are in the
building.
We continue to utilize online records when available,
information in our archives from past reports/nearby
reports, and other sources, such as local historical
societies. To address data failure related to site
inspection limitations, we are utilizing previous
environmental and appraisal reports when available,
requesting site representatives provide interior
photographs and/or completing virtual site inspections
and answer detailed interior questions.
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This has been sufficient for low risk properties and/or
more recently developed properties. If we are not able
to obtain interior access and/or interior, municipal,
or regulatory information and determine these
limitations represent a significant data gap (typically
associated with operations utilizing hazardous
materials/petroleum products), we are discussing
the limitation(s) with our client. We will either hold
the report until we can obtain interior access/relevant
municipal or regulatory records, or issue with a
significant data gap.
Q: How have you adjusted to a work day during
shelter-in-place? What have you missed the most
from the real world? What are you looking forward
to when we can travel more freely and return to our
offices?
A: This crisis has identified my teenager’s reliability
to cut grass at the PM Detroit Regional Office. Our
governor ceased any lawn cutting as a service to
protect the public. I quickly reengaged my teenage
days of hustling lawn mowing jobs and edged, cut
and bagged the grass and utilized my back pack
Stihl blower to clean the sidewalks and parking lot.
I remain a true environmental warrior from lawncare
to PFAS.

Holly Neber, CEO, AEI Consultants

Q: What are some strategies your firm is thinking
about as we all prepare for a return to business as
shelter-in-place directives are lifted? Any lessons
from past downturns that are worth remembering
now?
A: Our hearts go out to everyone affected economically
and from a health perspective. We’ve kept our core

16

values central to our response, and continued to
adapt as the situation evolves. As with any disruption,
we are mindful that crisis creates opportunity. After
the last downturn, we were very strategic about
increasing the diversity of our client base, and we
have been thankful for the sectors that have remained
active throughout the crisis. In addition, we believe
other sectors will ramp up activity as confidence in
property values stabilizes.
Q: How is your firm handling Phase I ESAs conducted
during the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due
to lack of a site visit or inability to obtain records/file
reviews)?
A: We’re making it work and handling things on a
case-by-case basis. We always took pride in our level
of communication, but we’ve had to increase that
significantly on each transaction. We’re holding more
conversations than ever with clients and within the
technical teams to prepare for and understand the
implications of any limitations, and then communicate
them to the client along with any recommendations
for follow-up.
Q: How have you adjusted to a work day during
shelter-in-place? What have you missed the most
from the real world? What are you looking forward
to when we can travel more freely and return to our
offices?
A: The best thing about working from home has been
having a bird feeder outside my window. I’ve really
enjoyed getting to know my bird neighbors much
better. They’re so entertaining! What I’ve missed
most is live music and hanging with friends (including
those at PRISM and EBA). I look forward to going to
a concert someday and saying “Cheers!!!” with a big
group of friends!
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Paul Hayden, Executive VP, GeoTechnology Associates, Inc. (GTA)

Q: What are some strategies your firm is thinking
about as we all prepare for a return to business as
shelter-in-place directives are lifted? Any lessons
from past downturns that are worth remembering
now?
A: We have brought back most of our employees that
were temporarily laid off in PA, NJ, and NY where
construction work was not considered essential.
We have also been actively interviewing and hiring
to address our increase in work load even with the
shutdown of many business due to the virus. Back
in 2008-2009 GTA was not as diversified as we are
now with client sector work and our geographical
footprint. This diversification is allowing us to weather
the shutdown much better.
Q: How is your firm handling Phase I ESAs conducted
during the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due
to lack of a site visit or inability to obtain records/file
reviews)?
A: We have not had access issues for our Phase I
ESA site visits. Our folks practice social distancing
and wear a mask during the site reconnaissance.
However, file reviews aren’t happening in most of the
states we work in. For more complicated projects this
is a big issue and has slowed down some deals, but
for standard Phase I ESAs the lack of a file review
hasn’t stopped many deals.
Q: How have you adjusted to a work day during
shelter-in-place? What have you missed the most
from the real world? What are you looking forward
to when we can travel more freely and return to our
offices?

A: In Maryland, GTA is considered an essential
business and my office is open and I’ve come to work
everyday except twice when I worked from home.
Those two days were a disaster with power outages,
dogs barking, our hamster (Butter Muffin) escaping,
viola practice during a conference call, and numerous
interruptions by my kids. I’m not sure how people
can work from home efficiently, but I applaud those
that do. Lots of people are sacrificing a lot during
these last two months, I feel very lucky to have some
normalcy by coming to the office.
ASK A LENDER
Fred McDonald, Jr., Vice President,
Property Appraisal Analyst US Corporate
Credit Risk, Popular Bank

Q: What are some strategies your commercial real
estate lending group is using to prepare for a return
to pre-pandemic activity? And what are some lessons
you remember from the past downturn that are worth
remembering now?
A: In terms of strategic, first is caution. Most
businesses are going to report a first and second
quarter loss. We need to assure that the business
basics are sound and that it can recover with time.
Next, manage the risk. All loans based on cash flow
are in jeopardy and new ones will be harder to justify.
Last, know your customer and their personal and
business track record. More than ever this becomes
very important.
The last downturn was was totally different because
the banks were suffering from cash flow problems
and less capital. Loans were harder to get. So the
most important lesson here is that recovery will not
come easily and will be slow.
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Q: How are you treating Phase Is conducted during
the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due to lack of
a site visit or inability to obtain records/file reviews)?
A: I do not believe we had any cases where a site visit
was not completed. If any Phase I reports identified
any gaps, we would assess the gap on a case by
case basis that would include reviewing the property
type and usage, length of the gap, and known history.
If we had concerns, the deal could either be placed on
hold until the information was available, or we would
require that the missing information be obtained as a
post-closing item.
Q: How are you adjusting during the shelter-in-place
orders and what are you looking forward to when we
can return to our workplaces?
A: I like working from home (remotely) and would like
to continue at least 3 or 4 days a week. However, I do
miss interacting and working with my colleagues and
due diligence vendors/providers.
I’m looking forward to the day that healthcare workers,
first responders, and others who have kept this nation
going to be able take a breath and relax for a few
weeks. Also, I want to see all the workers who lost
their jobs be able to get back to work and support
their families again.

Rita K. Wiggin, CHMM, Environmental
Risk Manager, VP, Real Estate Technical
Services (RETECHS), First Bank

Q: What are some strategies your CRE lending group
is using to prepare for a return to pre-pandemic
activity?
A: One of the biggest things our bank is doing is
working closely with our commercial customers to
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assist them with their PPP applications. There has
been a herculean effort on the part of the CRE lenders
and corresponding teams to process as many loan
applications as possible to help our small business
customers stay afloat in this historically turbulent and
astounding time. These efforts not only help the small
businesses by allowing them to continue to pay their
employees and pay their bills, but also help the bank
by showing our willingness to go to great efforts to
help customers when the chips are down and it’s
all on the line. Customer loyalty and trust is built or
broken in times like these.
Q: How are you treating Phase Is conducted during
the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due to lack of
a site visit or inability to obtain records/file reviews)?
A: So far, we haven’t had a situation where there
were significant limitations in a Phase I report, but we
have been contacted by environmental consultants
who are innovators and have contingency plans in
the event an extraordinary circumstance should arise
regarding access to property and potential issues
obtaining regulatory agency files. It’s very refreshing
to have access to quality consultants (most of whom
we’ve found because of EBA) who understand what
needs to be accomplished, are truly able to think
outside the box and have the expertise needed to
know when data gaps matter and when they don’t.
Those firms who know ways to access alternate
resources because they have been thinking outside
the box for many years and know how to get what
they need to get the job done will shine in these times.
Q: How are you adjusting during the shelter-in-place
orders and what are you looking forward to when we
can return to our workplaces?
A: Well, I certainly like the commute these days! All I
need to do is roll out of bed, walk right on over to my

Back to
“In This Issue”

desk and get to work. But seriously, it’s been nice as
well as strange. Being home so much is not something
I’m used to, but I kind of think I like it and will want to
work from home several days a week moving forward
(if they’ll let me). I like the surroundings much better
than the office. I can wear shoes or not, fix my hair or
not, but makeup is never optional! I do miss my coworkers and interacting with them throughout the day,
the impromptu conversations about nonsense and
smelling what everyone is having for lunch. I do look
forward to seeing them soon, but I hope we haven’t
forgotten what each other looks like!

William K. Sloan, CHMM, VP/
Environmental Risk Manager, Regions
Bank

Q: What are some strategies your CRE lending group
is using to prepare for a return to pre-pandemic
activity? OR…if veterans, maybe change this to:
What are some lessons you remember from the past
downturn that are worth remembering now?
A: This too shall pass. While a pandemic is something
we normally don’t expect, downturns in the economy
are unfortunately routine. They get spaced out enough
that we forget they’re coming. This may cause undue
stress and anxiety but in the end things seem to get
all worked out. As a bank enviro guy I remember the
nauseous feeling of watching banks collapse and the
awful realization that I was in an industry that needed
“bailing out”. I remember the dreaded list of problem
assets growing weekly. Then the foreclosures came
and new deals dwindled. I learned the difference
between origination and “other real estate owned”.
We were buried in foreclosures for a long time. Then
one day I realized we were seeing more originations
than problems. After some time I was surprised to
notice I hadn’t done a foreclosure in a long time.

Things just became normal again, even my 401k
recovered (a little). But I will never forget how busy I
was during that time.
Q: How are you treating Phase Is conducted during
the pandemic that had data gaps (e.g., due to lack of
a site visit or inability to obtain records/file reviews)?
A: My personal view: I’m not scared of it. I
understand the problems consultants are having.
I’m also not scared of a non compliant with ASTM
or AAI report. I view a report as a tool to help me
determine risk related to a property, and I use many
other due diligence tools too. I need to analyze data,
for me to understand risk, and I’ll try to find the data
I need. I might even use the data I’m presented, if
I get comfortable with it. The bottom line is my risk
identification and risk management is not the purpose
of a Phase I anyway so if I need to augment it I will.
Q: How are you adjusting during the shelter-in-place
orders and what are you looking forward to when we
can return to our workplaces?
A: Lunch. With another EBA member. I have my
standards.
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EBA’s Interactive Website – Stay active and up to date!
by: Lizz

Barringer Lagomarsino, LagoPM & Lisa Kraus Gardner, EBA

VISIT THE EBA WEBSITE DAILY TO STAY ACTIVE AND UP TO DATE
at envirobank.org

FIRST - Did you know you can join in on LinkedIn-style conversations for EBA Only?
Visit the Online Community also known as SocialLink.
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SECOND: there is so much more at the Home Page!

THIRD: are you missing the EBA Conference Dine Arounds?

Join the EBA “Zoom Arounds”!
Meet virtually on a regular basis and stay connected with your EBA friends.
Free and Exclusive to EBA Members Only
Each Zoom Around will be led by a Zoom Captain (just like the dine arounds)
and will be limited to 15 participants. Sign up here!
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Reshaping Due Diligence During COVID-19

Author: Steve Maienza, Chief Digital Innovation Officer, EBI Consulting

I

n the new COVID-19 normal, it is not business as
usual. With travel restrictions, business closures,
and mass layoffs, many companies and municipalities
are struggling to keep business afloat and moving
forward while keeping the safety of employees and
clients at the forefront. At EBI Consulting, we’ve spent
a great deal of time focusing on how to keep our
employees and clients safe.
In our strategic planning, we often repeat the mantra,
“if we take care of our employees, they will take care
of our clients.” One such method? Leveraging local
resources to service local clients, thereby minimizing
employee travel. For firms with a well-distributed
network of employees, this is an effective initial step
that doesn’t detract from the client experience.
The need to adhere to social distancing rules has led
many companies to transition to a work-from-home
culture. In our case, EBI’s historically flexible work
culture means 100% of our employees already had
laptops, and 75% of them were already utilizing a
work-from-home model, so the transition to 98% of
employees working remotely was relatively smooth.
While other firms may not have begun this transition
prior to the pandemic, many businesses have pivoted
to working from home and provided ways to assist
employees in the transition. Network infrastructure,
cloud-based business applications, and cyber security
programs are necessary to support a “work from
anywhere model,” and Zoom and similar collaboration
tools have allowed for much-needed collaboration.
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It is, however, crucial for us all to ensure that systems

are in place to make these tools function at peak
performance. Many of us have already experienced
the frustration of lagging or dropped Zoom meetings,
or the inability to collaborate with the same tools
available in-office. Yet it’s still possible to update
network infrastructure and cyber security or implement
new collaboration tools or cloud-based applications.
EBI and many other companies have innovated to
adapt the way they perform daily operations to the
new realities. While EBI offers a broad base of client
services, offering us great diversification of business
opportunities, one of the major changes so far has
been the way we conduct due diligence services,
including introducing virtual site assessments.
We’ve leveraged our experience with Zoom and
remote collaboration tools to implement various
strategies for supporting due diligence property
assessments using streaming video, sometimes using
the client site contact onsite, and sometimes having
the EBI assessor onsite. These new strategies are
aimed to minimize travel and maximize opportunities
for social distancing for our assessors, client contacts,
and property tenants, all while keeping projects on
schedule.
We’re also finding ways to creatively use GoPro (or
similar devices) and drones to capture high definition
video during property assessments, which can be
viewed by the client from the comfort and safety
of a home office. EBI, along with other leading
environmental consultants, is able to leverage these
technologies to keep business as usual as possible,
despite the additional challenges as we all navigate
this pandemic.
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Now that we have started to perform virtual
assessments of properties using collaboration
technologies and streaming video, we suspect that
in certain scenarios, some of these expanded uses
of technology may become permanent innovations
once this pandemic is behind us. Also, we’re finding
that virtual assessments provide for more flexible
scheduling and faster delivery.
Cross-training opportunities allow flexibility across
different teams, maximizing physical reach while
minimizing costs and the time constraints of travel.
For example, members of EBI’s telecommunications
services team can work seamlessly with our traditional
real estate due diligence team by conducting virtual
site assessments using GoPros or Zoom meetings
in areas of the country that due diligence assessors
may be unable to get to in a timely manner.

EBI Direct, a new B2B exchange where clients can
seamlessly submit purchase orders electronically
through services integration. While this process
will be extremely helpful during the pandemic itself,
improving our online ordering capabilities will improve
client experience over the long run, and allow EBI to
provide an even better experience to our clients.
As we all walk through this difficult time, EBI knows
that we and other environmental professionals can
continue to provide the quality expected by those
we serve, all while taking care of one another by
adhering to social distancing and other health safety
guidelines. The times may be tough, but as we all
find new ways to collaborate, we will get through it
together. ■

Additionally, the new needs brought on by the
pandemic have led us to streamline new clientserving technologies. We will soon be launching
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Rick Ferguson
In this EBA journal, we would like to congratulate Rick Ferguson on his retirement. Your work
and contributions are valued by all. We will miss you and wish you the best in retirement!
Below are some comments from our members.

“When I first started in my role at Zions Bank as the
Environmental Risk Officer, it was a newly created
position and there wasn’t a predecessor at the Bank
to mentor me. Also, the Bank’s Environmental Policy
was antiquated and in need of updating. Needless
to say, I was VERY overwhelmed with developing a
new modern environmental program and policy from
scratch, and the training of a couple thousand loan
officers.
Fortunately for me, I had become familiar with the
EBA as a resource for Environmental Bankers, during
my time at Los Padres Bank. So I explained to my
manager at the time, that joining the EBA was critical
to my success in this endeavor he had tasked me with.
I don’t recall, exactly, how Rick became aware of my
predicament (although, I suspect it was John Rybak.
John was also extremely helpful to me during that
time). Rick called me up on a difficult day and spent
a considerable amount of time, sharing with me, what
does and doesn’t work. He helped me map out the
development of an environmental program. He then
called me periodically, during that first year, to check
on me and to see how he could help. I remember
thinking how busy Rick must have been with his daily
workload at US Bank, and being blow away that he
would take so much of his time to help me. I will never
forget how helpful he was to me at such a critical time
in my career. He really stepped in and was the mentor
I needed to succeed. Also, in addition to being a great
Environmental Risk Manager and mentor, he’s a
fantastic human!”
-Aaron Sessions, Zions Bancorporation, N.A.

“Rick Ferguson was an innovator, leader and
guiding light for the EBA’s transition to Nardone
Consulting as an outside non-profit advisor. He
nurtured that transition seamlessly and gave the
Board of Directors a greater voice in the policy and
procedure undertaken at the EBA. Rick had one
foot in the door as an ‘old school’ due diligence
manager and as one of the ‘founding fathers’ of bank
due diligence standards in our industry. But he also
had another foot in the door by adopting modern
risk management strategies that aligned his bank
with the ever-changing standards, procedures, and
laws which have affected our industry. He enabled
the risk management function by supporting IT/data
infrastructure buildup, and also by acquiring the
necessary talent pool, whose technical capabilities
he effectively challenged with appropriate checks
and balances. Rick always adhered to ethical
principles. Through these efforts, he developed
a strong environmental risk culture at US Bank,
which in turn influenced his competitors at other
commercial banks. While these traits seem almost
‘Super-Human,’ his normality was exhibited by the
significant losses he incurred on the tennis court at
EBA conferences by the likes of Jamie Haberlen,
Brian Walker, Steve Richardson, Derek Ezovski,
Joe Derhake, Jeff Talego and Richard Belyea.”
- Richard Belyea, Comerica Bank
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“Rick was a great mentor for me and many others at
AEI. He is a straight shooter and always let us know
how we were doing. I always appreciated his honesty
and feedback as client, and his boundless energy as
a person. He is very inspiring to spend time with - I
love his directness. He and I shared a love for the
outdoors too. He will be missed but we wish him the
very best in retirement. I have no doubt his activity
level is only increasing!”
- Holly Neber, AEI Consultants
“One of the greatest benefits of the EBA is what you
learn, and who you learn it from. It truly has been
an honor to learn from Rick Ferguson, one of our
industries all-time greats. I have had the privilege
to watch Rick’s leadership as former President of
the EBA, as we worked side by side on the Board of
Governors. He is a gracious leader, giving tirelessly
to the organization that has served our community
so well. Rick always seemed to have time to help
others, to serve others, to be willing to take an interest
in people. That is a lesson that I have taken away
for knowing Rick. Additionally I will always remember
his passion for the industry. He viewed what he did
as a career, not a job. Programs he implemented
will be his legacy, living on within the organizations
where he worked for decades to come. Some of
the ideas he shared will live on in our organizations
too. Lastly being called one of Rick’s friends puts a
smile on my face, as he is someone I deeply respect.
His contributions to our community will be missed.
Wishing Rick the greatest of blessings to enjoy his
retirement, and his family.”
- John Rybak, BB&T now Truist
The Absence of Silence:
What will be missed the most is the absence of silence.
Where there once was a strong and commanding
voice, there is nothing. Silence is the evidence of a
something gone missing. Silence finds its way into
the meeting room, onto conference calls, fills the
void of a familiar voice, it is the absence of a vibrant
personality that we truly miss. If you stop, remember,
and focus on the void than you cannot help but be
thankful for the common times shared together.”
- John Rybak, BB&T now Truist

“Kindness, humility, commitment, integrity and
optimism, are all words that are associated with
Rick. Whether it was engaging with others, working
through conflicts or strategically making and
implementing a plan of action, Rick was always
listening and valuing the opinions and thought
processes of others. When I first met Rick in-person
in Seattle at the EBA, I remember being struck by
his demeanor in truly wanting to get to know me,
not necessarily for how I might work with U.S. Bank
as my company’s account manager, but for my
journey and for my thoughts; thoughts not only about
environmental consulting and the evolution of “our”
industry, but my thoughts about fishing or my family.
He took the time to get to know me as a person, as
a personality that would be an extension of his team,
not as his subcontractor. From that point and over the
next six years, he asked questions and consistently
listened, always striving to pave the way for my
Company’s relationship with US Bank to the best it
could be, while helping me to grow and to be a better
extension of his team, making us all better. He used
the word “we” or the “bank” not the word “I”, as “we”
were all, together, striving for the same successes
with shared goals, aligned missions, culminating in
a shared vision. I remember observing that even
when Rick seemed busy or wrapped up in a problem,
that he was intensely studying or working to solve,
he always had time for a warm hello and offered a
huge welcoming smile. In talking or corresponding
with Rick, I always felt valued and appreciated for
my work and commitment. He always welcomed
and promoted his consultants and promoted their
talents as part of the US Bank team, a team that he
built with processes that he structured. An ethical,
highly talented, committed, friendly and kind team
who continue to emulate the characteristics of their
leader. Great leaders are highly devoted to their
teams and give their “all” to their teams, valuing Team
over Self. For what it is worth Rick, I am convinced
that your team, would give their “all” right back to
you. Thank you for all you have given to our industry
and to others, for your leadership and for being so
very thoughtful and considerate. On behalf of my
company, and myself, we wish for you and your
family so many blessings during this well-deserved
next chapter, the continuation of your journey, one
filled with laughter, precious future memories, good
health and your wonderful smile. You are missed.” With gratitude, Karla Smith, AEI Consultants.

Temporary Vacancy
of Buildings &
Insurance Coverage

Author: Jared Dubrowsky
Vice President, NFP

Q: Jared, can you tell us what impacts you are
currently seeing and what concerns your clients have
about how property issues may affect their ability to
repay their loans to their financial institution?
A: As buildings are re-occupied we are anticipating
an increase in claims associated with indoor air
related issues such as and mold development and
poor HVAC operations as well as illicit abandonment.
Illicit abandonment can include mid-night dumping on
a construction site or in some cases could be items
left behind in a tenant space that a landlord now has
to pay to remove or remediate. As these situations
can be extremely costly to remediate. Encountering
any of these situations and then having to pay out of
pocket for remediation may cause a property owner
to default on their loan.
Q: How would you advise a lender to protect
themselves and their employer, the bank, in the event
that the property is impacted during the shutdown?

Author: Elizabeth Krol
National Client Manager,
Partner Engineering and Science, Inc.
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A: We are learning that lenders are more frequently
asking questions like asking “how can I protect myself
and our financial institution in the event of a property
issue or environmental concern that has arisen during
the shutdown?”. In the event of an environmental
condition, such as mold growth that occurs as a result
of a temporary vacancy, the key concern of the lender
is whether or not the client has the means to address
the concern, either via their own financial reserves or
by accessing their insurance.
For example, if a property owner owns a few office
buildings, they may have elected not to purchase
pollution insurance. They presume that based upon
their planned use as office space, and a recent “clean”
Phase I Environmental Site Assessment, that this kind
of coverage isn’t necessary. While they may not have
previously had a need, during this unprecedented
time of unplanned and extended property vacancy,
without proper facility decommissioning and regular
maintenance, now they may find that they suddenly
have a potential claim once tenants return.
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Q: Can you share an example?
A: An example might be that the property’s HVAC
system wasn’t properly balanced prior to several
months of vacancy and now as temperatures and
humidity is rising, especially on the east coast and
south, mold has had an opportunity to grow. Microbial
growth could also develop as the result of a plumbing
leak that was undetected prior to vacancy. Potentially,
a mold issue could develop unchecked and may
require remediation. This may result in an additional
building vacancy of several weeks or more while
the environmental professional conducts testing, a
remediation contractor is retained, the remediation
is performed, impacted building materials are
reconstructed, and confirmatory testing is completed.
The tenant may have both the expense of the cleanup,
but also a further impediment to their operations
and business interruption that further impacts
their revenue/income. This likely affects the lender
because the borrower is not collecting rent from the
tenant who may no longer have the ability to pay their
rent because they are paying for the remediation, in
addition to the loss of income.

properties. This will ensure that clients are covered
for any pollution conditions that could arise at the
site, whether it is related to a government mandated
shut down or some other condition. Allowing the
environmental policy to respond to pollution events
will minimize the financial impact on your borrower
and in turn minimize the risk of default.
Q: If you had to give lenders one piece of advice
during this challenging time, what would it be?
A: I would implore lenders to utilize the stand-alone
environmental lender policies and make them a
requirement for certain classes of business (anything
that has or had a dry cleaner). These policies can
be used in-lieu of a Phase II recommendation or a
credit waiver and offer true risk transfer. It is important
to remember that these policies were specifically
designed to protect the interest of the bank and not
the borrower, even though the borrower is often the
one who has to pay for the policy.

Q: What are you hearing from your clients regarding
how lenders can be protected from the impacts of
losses incurred during the COVID-19 temporary
building vacancies?
A: Many of our clients are obviously concerned
about the COVID-19 Pandemic and are eager to get
back into their buildings. For our clients that already
purchase pollution policies, most are reviewing their
policies to better understand the coverage that they
have in place.
Q: What recommendations would you make to
lenders?
A: In addition to working with a reputable consultant
like Partner to have a vacancy plan in place, I would
recommend that lenders strongly consider having
their borrowers carry site pollution on all of their
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Property Condition Assessments, Building
Maintenance and Energy Efficiency in the
Era of Vacant Spaces and Foreclosures

Author: Jeri Massengill, CEO of Historical Information Gatherers and
ASTM International Chair of Subcommittee E50.02 on Real Estate
Assessment and Management

W

hile serving as a volunteer with ASTM
International, I am privileged to work with
super-smart, dedicated volunteers who create, and
strive to improve, the multiple ASTM standards used
by the commercial real estate industry. In this article
I want to share with my fellow EBA members some
details about three ASTM building related standard
guides that I believe will be very useful during this
time of increased property vacancies and expected
foreclosures due to the economic impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
The well-known and extensively used Property
Condition Assessment (PCA), designated as
E2018 – Standard Guide for Property Condition
Assessment: Baseline Property Condition Process,
was last updated in 2015. The task group for this
guide is currently co-chaired by Bruce Dalton and
current EBA Affiliate Board Member Bill Tryon, both of
Partner Engineer and Science. During a recent joint
interview with the co-chairs, I asked what changes
may be under consideration when the task group
begins review of the guide in the next few months
to determine if changes are needed. According to
Tryon, “We may need to consider adding guidance
for remote property observations due to current
health and safety concerns and stay-at-home orders.
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We expect that more interior observations will be
conducted remotely, either by live-streaming video, or
reliance on photographs taken by a tenant or owner
representative instead of a trained PCA professional.”
The group is also considering an expanded appendix
to provide guidance on extent and depth of assessment
for different purposes. For example, a more in-depth
assessment may be justified for a property buyer
planning renovations as compared to a lender who
will be financing continued operation of a property asis. Testing, verification of design adequacy, detailed
measurements, etc. can provide valuable information,
but are not performed as part of the baseline PCA.
By providing expanded guidance, the group hopes to
help assure alignment of user expectations with the
agreed scope of work. And while Tryon and Dalton
don’t expect a lot of changes to the PCA guide will be
recommended by current members of the task group,
Dalton declared, “We need more Users in our task
group! We have lots of consultants, but additional
input from property owners and lenders could help
direct potential revisions to the PCA guide to better
meet their needs.”
A second timely ASTM guide that I recommend is
E3026 – Visual Moisture Assessment Process. The
development of this guide was led by Jim Bartlett of
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Bureau Veritas who explained “Moisture intrusion
is a leading cause of unexpected building damage,
particularly for buildings that are vacant or temporarily
closed. The moisture assessment checklists found
in the E3026 guide can be a key tool to use before
closing down properties for an extended time, as
well as for periodic surveillance.” Bartlett’s task
group worked on the guide with the intent to create
an intuitive and practical straight-forward approach to
identifying existing issues and conditions conducive
to elevated moisture, such as poor site and building
drainage, building envelope performance problems
and mechanical system issues such as condensate
drainage and building humidity control. Recognizing
that distressed assets are more likely to suffer from
deferred maintenance, performing a Visual Moisture
Assessment can help prevent damage that could go
unnoticed for months, such as damage to interior
finishes, mold/fungal growth, structural failure of
wood, dry rot, corrosion of metals, pest and insect
infestations, concrete deterioration, soil erosion
and building foundation damage. Bartlett added
“Since both the E1527 Phase 1 Environmental Site
Assessment Standard and the PCA Guide specifically
exclude mold considerations, a moisture assessment
can be a critical pre-foreclosure add-on to identify
water intrusion and potential moisture issues that
may otherwise be overlooked.”
A new standard that I expect will soon become
extensively used by commercial property owners and
investors is E3224-19 Standard Guide for Building
Energy Performance and Improvement Evaluation in
the Assessment of Property Condition, or “BEPIE” for
short. The BEPIE guide was published in December of
2019 under the leadership of task group chair Anthony
(Tony) Buonicore of Sustainable Real Estate Solutions.
A long time ASTM member and experience standard
developer, Tony brought together an impressive
group of over 200 stakeholders to develop this tool for

evaluating energy use and options to reduce energy
use in buildings. Task group participants included
commercial real estate investors and owners,
Property Condition Assessment consultants, energy
professionals, lenders, and representatives from the
Department of Energy, Fannie Mae and Freddie MAC.
Asked about the need for this standard, Buonicore
noted, “At least 30 municipalities and three states
have already adopted regulations requiring reporting
on building energy use. And property owners realize
that buildings with better energy performance will
save them money over time, with the added benefit
of attracting and retaining tenants, and increasing
building valuation.” Since this is a new standard,
Buonicore emphasized, “A lot of the information about
a building that is needed to prepare a BEPIE report is
already being collected by professionals performing
Property Condition Assessments. For this reason, it is
a great adjunct to a PCA report and can be completed
for a very reasonable cost when conducted at the
same time as the PCA.” As noted by Buonicore,
potential buyers can use the information in the BEPIE
report to negotiate purchase price concessions
since buildings performing below their peers are
at a market disadvantage. I asked Buonicore if he
believed widespread use of the BEPIE guide will
result in adoption of energy efficiency improvements
in commercial buildings. Buonicore responded, “Yes,
absolutely. And the trend toward requirements for
public disclosure of building performance data will
also drive these energy saving measures. It is the
right thing to do”. ■
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WHO SHOOK OUR SNOW GLOBE?
A Look at COVID-19’s Impact on Commercial
Real Estate Lending
Author: Dianne P. Crocker, Principal Analyst, LightBox

L

iterally as I wrote this, it became official: The
National Bureau of Economic Research declared
that the U.S. economy officially slipped into a
recession in 2020—thus ending the longest U.S.
expansion on record. If the global economy shrinks
5.2% this year, as predicted by the World Bank, this
will be one of the worst downturns in 150 years.
The task of forecasting commercial real estate activity
in the second half could not be more challenging given
the pressures brought to bear on our market by the
COVID-19 pandemic and the unknowns surrounding
just how damaging the second quarter’s prolonged
business closures will prove to be.
This article summarizes how rapidly the COVID-19
pandemic brought commercial real estate property
market to a much different place than it was at the
start of the year, how the lender and consultant
communities are responding to this challenging
market environment, and how it might all shake out.
COVID-19 HIT THE BRAKES

At the start of 2020, commercial real estate
fundamentals were strong, capital was widely
available for commercial property investment and
optimism was fairly strong. My previous Winter
Journal article closed with: “Unless the economy
falters more than we expect, there will continue to be
attractive opportunities for redevelopment in metros
that offer the potential for strong demand and returns
on investment.”
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Clearly, the market faltered more than we expected.
Phase I environmental site assessment activity
across the U.S., based on output from the LightBox

ScoreKeeper model, grew by 8% and 13% in January
and February, respectively, compared to 2019.

Beginning in mid-March, the COVID-19 pandemic
escalated in a matter of just a few short weeks. By
early April, nearly every state had stay-at-home
directives in place, collectively accounting for a
staggering 95 percent of the population. Even with the
pandemic taking the winds out of the sails of an active
market, March Phase I ESA activity was up another
five percent year-over-year as deals with financing
already in hand continued. The most immediate
impact was a slowdown in transactions that were in
progress when the pandemic hit, as well as requests
for repricing and a falloff in new properties being
listed for sale.
By April, the collapse of business activity took a toll on
commercial real estate transactions, and as a result,
environmental due diligence activity which fell by 37%.
Market forecasters were predicting that the industry
would be back to business by May 1st. Yet, in May,
a more severe 44% decline in Phase I ESA activity.
As the weeks passed and the pandemic continued,
forecasters became less sanguine and extended the
duration of recovery in their modeling scenarios. May
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conferences were cancelled. Then June ones. And
now events as late as September and October are
switching to virtual formats.
The good news is that economic barometers are
beginning to suggest that after bottoming out in April
and May, the market could be entering the early stage
of recapturing some of spring’s losses.
THE LENDER PERSPECTIVE

The rapid and dramatic directives by government
agencies in response to the escalation of COVID-19
triggered a variety of rapid responses from commercial
real estate lenders. The most common immediate
reaction was to limit in-person client meetings in
favor of using technologies like Zoom for virtual
sessions and directing employees to work from home
indefinitely. In response to the rapid federal stimulus,
many institutions realigned their real estate teams in
April to help process loan relief through the CARES Act
and PPP (the federal Paycheck Protection Program)
and get loans to small businesses applying for a
much-needed influx of capital. The shelter-in-place
restrictions also forced lenders to consider protocols
that allowed for virtual site visits and dealing with
data gaps in Phase I ESAs due to inaccessibility of
buildings or consultant access to government agency
files and records.
Certain lenders are still lending (mostly to trusted
borrowers), but their risk aversion is amped way up
given the uncertainty of vacancy rates, tenants’ cash
flow, unemployment and the economic forecast. One
of lenders’ biggest challenges today is how to price
deals given the intense market instability. Some
lenders are picking and choosing what asset classes
they are willing to lend on based on their perception
of potential COVID-19 impacts going forward. For
example, general office space or industrial property
loans are generally perceived as lower-risk than a
loan on a strip mall or hotel. Many lenders are also

pulling out the playbooks they used during the Great
Financial Crisis back in 2008-2010.
The near-term focus will likely be on addressing
tenant issues as landlords scramble for debt relief on
hotels, stores, office buildings and other commercial
properties that sat mostly vacant over the past
two months. Lenders are also assessing their loan
portfolios to identify any high-risk exposure. Loan
sales are not likely to begin for several quarters,
however, after the process of restructuring loans and
other measures of working with borrowers. It will also
take time for more certainty to emerge on how to
adequately price note sales.
…AND THE CONSULTANT PERSPECTIVE

Some consultants experienced an immediate
slowdown in work in March but for others, the impact
was more pronounced in April and May, leading some
to reallocate staff to meet new areas of demand while
others were forced to furlough or lay off employees.
In addition to similar work-from-home requirements
implemented by lenders, some consultants faced
strict no-travel policies or restrictions that prevented
face-to-face meetings or travel to target properties.
This meant consultants were immediately challenged
to conduct due diligence work without being able to
conduct site visits or access libraries the way they
are used to. This triggered more widespread adoption
of drone technology to conduct virtual site visits or
including provisions in Phase I ESAs to conduct
complete site visits down the road when conditions
permit. Others quickly set new standards of practice
in place that, for example, limited the types of
properties or number of units at a multifamily property
that could be visited, or the number of people allowed
into a building at one time during an inspection. The
difficulty of obtaining property data, especially for file
reviews, given the closure of libraries and federal,
state and local government agencies across the
U.S. also led to data gaps in Phase I ESA reports.
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Consultants worked with lender clients to address
gaps, post-closing if necessary.

vaccine for COVID-19, we are unlikely to see
a fast recovery.”

While most consultants are still operating at
capacities well below normal, a growing number are
reporting that clients are getting more active. Some
consulting firms are also actively assisting with asset
management services, portfolio risk analysis and
other services related to managing commercial real
estate assets through the pandemic.

It should come as no surprise that there are widely
differing opinions on the pace of recovery from here.
The forecasts are an alphabet-soup mix, ranging
from the most dire L-shaped trajectory where activity
remains depressed over the near-term, to an optimistic
U-shaped or V-shaped recovery that takes us quickly
back to pre-pandemic levels to a more complicated
W-shaped recovery that assumes a second wave of
COVID-19 infections in the fall followed by a period of
renewed lockdowns.

THE CRYSTAL BALL: What to Watch

The latest market data suggest that we could be at
the bottom of the “corona ditch,” looking down a road
to recovery that has yet to be built. While the shock
of April and lack of activity in May is giving way to
cautious optimism, even the most hopeful know there
is no panacea to what’s ailing the market right now.
The relaxing of shelter-in-place orders that have
disrupted our lives will not immediately end COVID19’s disruption of the U.S. economy. As states phase
in the reopening of businesses in early June, ten
states (e.g., Arizona, Texas and Florida) are already
reporting a record number of new daily COVID-19
cases.
The unfortunate truth is
that no one knows for
certain as none of us
have faced a market
shock quite like this
one before. As noted by
Moody’s chief economist
Victor Calanog in the
LightBox PRISM market
update last month:
“The issue is that this is a public health crisis,
so the outlook needs to account for the fact
that without a reliable and widely-available
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The LightBox Market Confidence Index, now in its
second month, is based on a survey of environmental
consultants, lenders, brokers and investors to gauge
how prevailing business conditions across the
commercial real estate sector are changing. In the
May survey, the results pointed to a lengthening in
the expected horizon for the market’s expected return
to pre-pandemic levels. In the April survey, 36% of
respondents expected recovering in 4Q20 or later,
but by May that percentage increased to 47% or
nearly half of respondents.

The April and May declines in CRE activity and Phase
I ESA activity were universally dramatic, but expect to
see some significant variations in recovery rates from
state to state and metro to metro given differences in
pandemic impacts. Areas with lower impact rates will
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return to normal much more quickly than areas like
the tri-state NY/NJ/CT areas that were hit especially
hard.
There are several factors are worth mentioning
here because they lend some optimism to whatever
forecast scenario you choose to believe. Prior to
the pandemic, there was a wide range of available
capital sources for property investment. Investors
with pent-up demand are already trolling the waters
for investments to target once it is safe to wade
back into deal-making. Longer term, distressed
opportunities are certain to surface, but not until
the end of 2020 and into 2021. Over the near term,
expect to see investors focusing on the stronger asset
classes including industrial/warehouse, multifamily
and agricultural/vacant land. The market will favor
real estate that supports the booming e-commerce
business, the need for housing in healthy metros and
the opportunity to buy land at a time when site access
is challenging. The commercial real estate sector will
also experience many new realities when it emerges
from the other side of this pandemic. Some trends,
like the death of malls, will accelerate and others,
like the magnetic draw of living in big cities, could
lose steam. Office vacancies could also increase as
companies adopt long-term work-from-home policies
and reduce their square footage requirements.
What we do know is that recovery will take shape
over the next few quarters. It will happen in waves.
In phases. We will return to offices and we will travel
again whenever that seems appropriate. Over the
summer months, analysts like me will be closely
watching barometers and COVID-19 case data.
Environmental consultants will continue to serve
their clients as best they can to assess property risk
using all avenues available. There will be demand for
reassessing properties through a new post-COVID
lens and conducting valuations that take into account
new assumptions about cash flow, occupancy

and rent rolls that will support price discovery and
eventually close the bid-ask spread between sellers
and buyers. Risk managers at financial institutions
will make capital available where it makes sense, and
will be scrutinizing collateral and future cash flows
more closely, as well as working with their borrowers
to find middle ground in their attempts to get loans
repaid and and avoid widespread foreclosures.
Regardless of which forecast you believe, it is clear
that commercial real estate professionals should be
ready for a long, sustained recovery that continues
well into 2021. Prepare for the worst, but hope for the
best! ■
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The High Cost of Low Quality – Improving the
Quality of Environmental Risk Management
Author: Lizz Barringer Lagomarsino, Principal

Lagomarsino Planning + Management

W

hile recent life has been consumed with
the COVID-19 Pandemic and its social and
economic disruption, environmental due diligence
continues, and quality remains as topical and timely
as ever, if not more so. As work-out circumstances
become more common because of the economic
crisis, the quality of due diligence will likely come
into sharper focus, prevailing over other competitive
factors. Quite simply, those committed to quality will
benefit from an enhanced reputation and improved
competitive standing.
At the January 2020 EBA conference, I moderated
a panel discussion on quality that featured John
Rybak, Dave Lambert, and Orion Alcalay. That panel
discussion sparked a number of side discussions on
quality in the industry, resulting in the identification of
a variety of barriers to achieving quality, as well as a
variety of solutions to overcome those barriers. The
barriers and solutions were the subject of a survey
that EBA distributed to its membership in March 2020.
The survey and its results are covered by the “EBA
Phase I Quality Workgroup:” article found on page
41 of this journal.
This article focuses on the foundations of quality
and what we, as practitioners, can do to improve the
quality of our work. The effects of poor environmental
due diligence and the potentially flawed decisions
that result from it can put everyone involved in the
process in jeopardy of legal liabilities, financial
losses, and adverse impacts to human health and the
environment.
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The environmental risk management process requires

the evaluation a vast array of technical information
while considering a myriad of laws, regulations,
policies, and practices, all of which introduce lots
of gray areas. And, of course, this evaluation is
invariably expected to be completed within a tight time
frame and with a limited budget. Suffice it to say, lots
of variables affect the environmental due diligence
process, making high-quality risk management
decisions complicated and difficult. There is no room
to relax.
The impact of sloppy due diligence and poor-quality
reports has been a subject of discussion among
EBA members since the organization was founded.
Obviously, all EBA members want to produce highquality products that support well-informed decisions.
We all want the industry to be better, and we agree
that errors, mistakes, and faulty interpretations in
environmental reports and background environmental
due diligence information result in real losses. It is in
our mutual interest to figure out how to avoid these
problems. While the solutions are not obvious or
easy, quality can be improved with a focus on quality
management theory, quality management principles,
and quality improvement practices in each of our
programs.
It is up to those of us who are leaders in this industry
to insist on high quality and to reject poor quality.
Quality Defined
Lenders need complete, correct, and reliable
information to ensure a clear understanding of the
environmental risks associated with properties or
property transactions. The Phase I Environmental
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Site Assessment (Phase I ESA) is a fundamental
building block of that understanding. To get the “high
quality” stamp of approval, the Phase I ESA must:
1. Perform its intended function (explain
environmental risk) without fail.
2. Have a high degree of excellence (better
than the competitor), with clear and complete
information.
3. Meet the customer’s expectations at a price
that is fair to both the customer and producer.

on time. We’ve also heard stories about how cheap
and fast reports with significant quality issues
have adversely affected banks (specifically the
environmental risk managers). Yet the perpetrators of
cheap, fast, low-quality work continue to be awarded
jobs, in spite of the negative effects on their clients.
Because speed too often trumps quality, banks
unwittingly perpetuate the problem, and more often
than not, those making the decisions at the banks are
not those adversely affected by poor quality work. This
is like a Munchausen wrapped in a circular equation.

Reports that contain mistakes, errors, or inadequate
information are costly to both the lender (the
customer) and the consultant (the producer). Poor
quality reports always take longer for lenders to review
and often require them to invest additional resources
to remedy deficiencies. A poor-quality Phase I ESA
typically adds at least 15 to 20 minutes to the internal
bank review. Correcting mistakes, reissuing reports,
and answering additional questions is also costly to
the consultant, both in terms of labor expenses and
reputational damage.

Customer Satisfaction Takes Teamwork
In banking environmental due diligence, the end goal
of the environmental risk management department
and their consultants is to protect the bank’s portfolio
from environmental risk. Every step in the process
must be built a solid base with that common goal, and
everyone involved in the process must commit to it,
including those at the top of the organizational pyramid,
bank management. This requires communication and
collaboration, internal and external and all up and
down the pyramid.

Customer satisfaction is inextricably tied to high
quality.
Just Okay is not Okay
Substandard environmental reports are, unfortunately,
all too common, and many banks, for different
reasons, are willing to accept them. As a result, sloppy
work, including incorrect or incomplete information,
often passes without consequences. In a selfperpetuating cycle, banks regularly learn to work with
the flawed due diligence . . . and some consultants
keep producing it. We all are struggling with time
constraints, tight budgets, limited communication,
insufficient information, and stiff competition. Is
resignation to poor quality the inevitable byproduct?
Only if low expectations, limited oversight, and
impunity prevail.
We’ve all heard stories about vendors on lenderapproved lists that consistently get Phase I ESA
assignments because they are cheap and always

Everyone involved needs to clearly understand
customer expectations for quality. Only with such
understanding can producers and customers arrive
at appropriate prices and schedules for completion
of Phase I ESAs. And even with such good-faith
foundations, quality is at risk of be compromised
by limited or flawed information about a property
or changes to the collateral and scope of work
during the project. Expectations must be clearly
communicated from the beginning, and flexibility to
adapt to uncertainty is essential.
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Are you Making Quality or Breaking Quality?
“It takes less time to do a thing right, than it does to
explain why you did it wrong.” – Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow
Higher fees or expanded scopes of work will not
necessarily result in meeting customer needs,
achieving a high degree of excellence, and making
fewer mistakes. Time constraints, thin margins,
competition, and out-of-sync expectations also
influence the quality of Phase I ESAs. It’s not easy to
meet the often-competing needs of the clients/banks
without some collateral damage in this fast-paced,
demanding industry. Improving quality processes
can, however, help.
Creating Quality
Some lenders are convinced that the senior review
on the consultant side is just not adequate. While
limited senior review might be a part of the quality
problem, it’s only one piece of the quality puzzle.
Effective quality control (QC), whether at a bank or
a consulting firm, can only be completed with an
understanding of where failures most often occur, and
the consequences of those failures. For example, a
firm may experience a routine failure when it comes
to the review of agency records. An effective quality
assurance (QA) corrective action may be to require
the request of regulatory agency records within the
first day following a project award.
Phase I ESAs typically don’t fall short because they fail
to identify major environmental risks. Most problems
originate from silly mistakes, limited information
that needs to be supplemented to meet the bank’s
requirements, and poorly supported conclusions,
which often simply lack evidence of critical thinking
or establishment of a rational nexus between the
data obtained and the conclusion drawn. The Phase
I ESA needs to be more than just a collection of data.
Underinvestment in the “so what?” part of the due
diligence process can undermine the entire process,
resulting in poor quality.
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Quality Management – From the Laboratory, to
Manufacturing, to Environmental Due Diligence
Prior to commencing my career in environmental due
diligence, I did stints in an environmental laboratory
and in a manufacturing plant. These jobs provided me
with a perspective on quality principles and quality
management that, while considerably different in
their application, apply to what I now do for my clients
(i.e., outsourced risk management and due diligence
review). I learned early in the laboratory that correct
measurements result in correct answers. If you spill a
bit of solution, the outcome (and quality) is affected.
Laboratory analysis is very prescriptive and precise,
with requirements for blanks, spikes, and duplicates,
as well as mandatory quality control sample results.
There are also well-established, industry-accepted
standard operating procedures, certifications, and
accreditations. The quality process never stops, and
everyone involved understands the process in pretty
much the same way. Operating under the “Good
Laboratory Practices” is not just a clever catch phrase,
it means following very detailed requirements to
ensure the consistency, integrity, reliability, uniformity,
and quality of laboratory data.
During my time training to be a Quality Engineer at
an electrical fuse manufacturing plant, I learned that
component parts must be within exact size tolerances
for the fuses to work. When fuses don’t work, they
don’t work, and they must be reworked. Rework is
a four-letter word in manufacturing, and it is tracked
meticulously. Product specifications are checked
by quality engineers with routine inspections, data
evaluation, routine corrective action, and cost
evaluations. The bottom line was important, and the
effect of mistakes and reworks on the bottom line was
pretty simple to trace.
Consistency, integrity, reliability, uniformity, quality,
and the bottom line are no less important to
environmental due diligence and environmental
risk management. All of these indicators should be
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priorities, even if the products are a bit squishier and
a bit more difficult to nail down.

and QMS principles can build a foundation of quality
and keep quality strong.

Quality Management - Theory
Without going into too much detail, it is important to
touch on the theoretical underpinnings of Total Quality
Management (TQM) and Quality Management
Systems (QMS), both of which stress that that the
customer is the most important part of the chain.
TQM is founded in the understanding that every
staff member must be committed to maintaining high
standards of work in every aspect of a company’s
operations. TQM is also based in getting it right the
first time; identify the root cause of every defect and
fix it through the trio of QA, QC, and QI:

Quality Management is focused not only on product
and service quality, but also on the means to achieve
it.

• Quality Control (QC) – Find defects though
routine inspection (e.g., senior review).
• Quality Assurance (QA) – Prevent defects
through the implementation of quality standards,
management practices, and understanding the
requirements of customers.
• Quality Improvement (QI) – Evaluate
performance by establishing metrics, evaluating
data, and instituting changes.

Implementing Quality
“Quality is not an act; it is a habit” Aristotle
Achievement of consistent quality requires an undying
commitment that starts at the top of the organization
and prioritizes quality above all other metrics. Is
your team motivated to improve quality, or are they
more motivated to do whatever is needed to meet
financial metrics or throughput metrics? Has your
organization fully defined what quality means to your
organization? This is a tough nut to crack because
quality is more difficult to pin down with environmental
risk management products than it is with widgets. The
impacts of poor quality are also harder to measure.
There are limited and varied standards and guidance,
making it more difficult to guide the identification of
quality objectives.
The message that quality matters must be loud and
persistent or there will be little or no concern for
quality. If fast and cheap are the message, employees
will be motivated to meet speed and budget targets
and quality will be an afterthought. If you bring quality
to the forefront through training and mentoring, the
effort will foster ethics, motivation, and a positive work
environment…. and create a quality product.

QMS is a subset of quality assurance and consists of
continued action, evaluation, training, and inspection
to consistently meet customer requirements and
enhance their satisfaction. This is sometimes referred
to as, “say what you do and do what you say.” TQM

Make it the standard to pull the thread and see
what unravels and where that leads you (i.e., to
think critically). Don’t leave a question unanswered.
Why are there no underground storage tank closure
records available? Is there another resource? Does it
matter if I have the records? For example, in addition
to the UST closure letter, the bank needs to know
if contamination was allowed to remain in place at
closure. Without the background sampling data, the
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closure might not be “clean” or adequate for the reuse
of a gas station as a preschool.
Creating Quality
Set up teams to identify where the errors are most
commonly made and find out what your customer
wants or thinks of your product. Find the errors that
are most prevalent and are costing you the most in
rework, customer opinion, or professional standing.
Focus on improvements to minimize these mistakes
and errors and identify the causes of poor product
quality.
Once the priority list has been made, have the teams
focus on quality improvement – evaluating specific
breakdowns in important tasks. An investment in
teamwork, training, and cooperation to minimize
mistakes is essential.
Most consultants understand that reworking
“completed” work comes at a significant cost.
Mistakes such as the incorrect customer reliance
language going out in a final report are annoying and
very frustrating. Confirming even simple things like
parcel numbers, site size, photograph references, and
general site data should be a priority, and relatively
easy to complete. Consistently getting both simple
and more complicated information correct, will save
you time (and money), not to mention your reputation.
Finally, focus on supporting for your team, no
matter how busy your or they are. Most errors in the
environmental risk management decision making
happen during busy times. To combat, such problems
implement practices to identify when someone needs
help and implement an “all-hands-on-deck” teamwork
approach. That is quality management.
Expectations and Perception and Communication
There is an unfortunate misconception that Phase I
ESAs are a commodity product and that they’re all
the same. This misconception is partially driven by
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a market for Phase
I Phase I ESAs that
consists
of
more
than just banks and
lenders. The simple
fact is that other users
of Phase I ESAs
aren’t focused on the
same concerns as
banks, so it stands to reason that their Phase I ESAs
should emphasize different priorities. Furthermore,
banks and lenders have varying risk tolerances and
associated policies, so a Phase I ESA prepared for one
bank won’t necessarily pass muster for another bank.
The problems emerge when the preparers of Phase
I ESA reports don’t understand these differences and
insist on preparing one-size-fits-all reports.
Completing a Phase I ESA for a bank is about more
than just meeting ASTM and identifying issues that
meet the definition of a Recognized Environmental
Condition (REC). To fully identify the risk to the lender,
out of scope requirements or expectations are often
added. This circles back to knowing the customer
wants and expects. When it comes to bank work, we
often have an issue with what ASTM-only provides
versus the bank’s expectations/wants/needs.
What can Lenders Do?
Lenders are an essential part of the quality equation. If
lenders feel they are getting poor quality reports, they
need to implement quality improvement measures.
Lenders must clearly communicate expectations and
failures to meet those expectations. Yes, failures. To
keep quality high, lenders should clearly communicate
when their vendors have made mistakes. This is the
only way to complete the quality improvement part of
the TQM process.
Some banks will simply drop consultants who make
mistakes, often without sharing the reasons for
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doing so, even if documentation is available (e.g.,
scorecards). If you want to improve quality, clear
communication of expectations and explanation of
deficient performance can produce better results. Of
course, banks have no obligation to salvage repeat
offenders, particularly since doing so could be very
costly.
Banks should also evaluate their own processes
for procuring due diligence services and reviewing
environmental due diligence products. For instance,
banks may need to stop accepting third-party reports
for higher risk sites by adjusting procurement policies.
Further, lenders should confirm their environmental
risk management departments are making consistent
and quality decisions.
What can Consultants do?
There is a strong focus on productivity and billability in
consulting, and sometimes that focus will obscure the
focus on quality. Consultants need to balance their
priorities to ensure that quality does not take a back
seat to other metrics. It needs to be clear to everyone
involved in the production process that quality
improvements can actually increase productivity and
billability. Making an effort to identify and find solutions
to routine quality problems can save time and money.
Routine quality failures, over-confidence, or
misplaced priorities can escalate and break a system
down. Little mistakes add up. Finding and generating
metrics on mistakes, and targeting those mistakes is
a key tenet of quality management. If you find where
the most errors are made, confirm what the customer
wants, and identify where you are lacking, you can
focus on those errors that are most prevalent and
the most consequential in terms of addressing client
needs.

develop, and to give them the tools they need to
succeed. It does everyone a disservice to send
personnel to sites without the necessary qualifications.
The notion that anyone can visit a site to take a bunch
of photos and then have a senior environmental
professional write the report is shortsighted, and
rarely works. It is not only detrimental to the quality
of service provided to the client, it can detract from
organizational development objectives.
If you want to improve the
invest in training. If you want
made around dry cleaners or
tanks, invest in training. Build
the organization.

site reconnaissance,
to improve decisions
underground storage
new quality habits in

The Time is Now
A quality program will create a consistent product
that routinely meets your client’s needs. The time and
effort invested in a quality program will pay dividends. ■

Finally, the commitment to quality needs to pervade
your organization and it needs to be instilled early. It is
particularly important to help our young professionals
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Members on
the Move

T

his section is dedicated to highlighting the
members of EBA that have experienced
promotions, job changes and organizational
updates.
Dale M. Allison

Environmental Sector Client
Development Team, TRC
National Market Director for
Commercial and Industrial

This EBA, we would like to say congratulations to Dale
Allison! Dale has joined the Environmental Sector
Client Development Team at TRC and will hold the
position of National Market Director for Commercial
and Industrial. In this role, she will lead the sector’s
engagement strategy and client development
activities within targeted aspects of the commercial
and industrial industry.
Ms. Allison has over 30 + years of professional
experience in applied business development and
marketing and environmental program management.
This experience includes a wide array of environmental
and consulting services, such as transactional due
diligence, property condition assessments, industrial
hygiene, and remediation. Her experience includes
clientele such as oil and gas, property management
firms, equity, commercial, retail, and financial
institutions, and some food and beverage and
manufacturing entities. Ms. Allison brings a strong
background in national account management and
development.
Dale holds a Bachelor of Science in Business, an
Associate in Arts and an Associate of Applied Science
(AAS), Data Processing.
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Please engage with Dale to help advance
the growth of our Commercial and Industrial
markets! You can reach Dale at: 817.891.7214 or
dallison@trccompanies.com.
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T

he Environmental Bankers Association
has been evaluating factors driving
commoditization of the Phase I Environmental
Site Assessment in a series of articles and
presentations during the past 18 months.
John Rybak’s Phase I commoditization article,
“Commoditization of the Phase I Matters”,
was published in the June 2019 EBA Summer
Journal. Together with a dynamic panel of
users (lenders) and producers (consultants and
affiliate members), a robust debate regarding
the increased commoditization and barriers
to quality was presented at the January 2020
meeting, punctuated by an analytical assessment
of the need for quality and what steps our industry
should consider to improve quality in our due diligence
reports. Based on this important and ongoing dialog,
EBA is encouraging an increased focus on quality.
An EBA working group was established in January
2020 to focus on Quality v. Commoditization as a result
of these vital and constructive discussions. The work
group has been meeting regularly and determined that
survey data from our members was needed. To that
end, a comprehensive survey of EBA members was
conducted in April 2020 regarding barriers to quality
and possible solutions to improve quality.
The results of the survey are summarized in this article,
which will focus on interpreting the data collected,
providing key takeaways, and presenting future
work group activities geared to both identify possible
solutions and eliminate identified barriers. As we go
through the data, it should be noted that the survey
was conducted in an informal manner for discussion
purposes within EBA, by members of the work group
(and with the kind outside help of other’s volunteered
time and energy). The interpretation of the data was
not conducted by experts in data collection or survey
evaluation; however, the group welcomes thoughts
and ideas for other data collection and analysis
avenues in the future. In the article we discuss two
groups, Producers and Users. For this Article and the
aforementioned Workgroup, a Producer is an individual
who is involved in the execution, writing and completion

EBA Phase I Quality
Workgroup:

Authors: John Thomas Rybak; Tom Warn;
Elizabeth Krol; Lizz Barringer Lagomarsino;
Ruxandra Niculescu

of a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment. A User
is an individual who utilizes the Phase I through review
and analysis in a lending decision or decision to take
ownership of Real Property.
The survey collected data from EBA members, with
responses received from 49 Users and Producers.
The survey posed two broad questions: (1) “Are
you experiencing barriers to quality and if so, which
are the applicable reasons/ challenges?” and (2)
“What are some recommended solutions to improve
quality?” Due to the wide range of possible answers
and the complexity of providing appropriate options
in a concise manner, answer choices were broken up
into 12 responses. Respondents were able to select
as many choices as they saw fit, with the option of
writing in additional comments for each section. For
the purposes of finding commonalities between the
two groups, we looked at total selected options by
Producers and Users for both the barrier and solution
questions.
The 29 Producers selected the 12 barrier options a
total of 131 times, and the 20 Users selected the 12
barrier options 70 times. Thus, the Producers selected
an average of about 4.5 barriers and the Users
selected an average of about 3.5. The Producers
selected the 12 solution options a total of 156 times,
and the 20 Users selected the 12 solution options
103 times. That is an average of about 5.4 solutions
selected per Producer and 5.2 per User.

41

The information was then disaggregated to the
individual barriers and solutions to create tables
and bar charts depicting the number of responses
selected and the frequency of each response as a
percentage of total selections for each question by
each group. For example, Barrier #1 was selected 15

times by the Producers and 11 times by the Users.
That equates to 11.5% of the Producers’ selections
and 15.7% of the Users’ selections, indicating that the
Users found Barrier #1 to be more consequential than
the Producers. Two tables and four charts provide a
complete picture of the data set, showing both the raw
number of selections and the percentage of selections
for each group. It should be noted that there is no
correlation between the order and numbering of the
barriers and solutions.
Not surprisingly, the results reveal
that Producers and Users frequently
perceived the importance of barriers
differently. The disparities in several
response selections may reflect
inherent differences in perspective
between Producers and Users.
“Too many clients [are] motivated
more by deal closing than wanting
quality reports (i.e., bank loan officers,
mortgage brokers, etc.) and too many
competitors willing to cater to these
clients’ wants.” -Producer
“The default to 2-week turns, makes it
difficult to do as thorough DD as we’d
like. Someone gets squeezed, whether
it’s the field assessor, sr. reviewer or
report production staff that send links,
upload, or email PDFs. Often, it’s
everyone on the consultant side that’s
constantly pressed. – Producer
A total of 16.0% of the Producers’
selections indicated tight windows
for report delivery as a barrier,
compared with only 10.0% of the
Users’ selections. Conversely, 14.3
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percent of the Users’ selections identified rushed
senior reviewers as a barrier, compared with only
3.8 percent of the Producers’ selections. It is obvious
that short turnaround times cause headaches to both
Producers and Users; however, it seems each group
feels it in a different way. Out of the 29 Producers,
75% selected the “rush” turnaround time as a barrier,
compared to only 35% of the 20 Users. While this ratio
was mirrored in the solutions, with 79% of Producers
indicating timelines should be squeezed only when
absolutely necessary and 35% of Users in agreement,
this might lead to additional discussions, and possible
solutions. The numbers seem to imply that the
majority of consultants, while they don’t like the short
turn around time, will complete the work to the best of
their ability, within the shorter time frame. But, does
the User actually want this? Is there an avenue that
can be explored that could alleviate the need for a
“rush” report delivery?
“… many states, counties, and municipalities have
online resources that can effectively serve as a “file
review”. If more time is needed for this research,
then include the costs, and note as such in
bidding. Bids should be based on some preliminary
basic research of the property. A lot of information can
be obtained in 15-20 minutes to understand what you
are “walking into”.” - User
“…Banks need to protect against artificial rush
assignments and overly compressing complex
sites to avoid putting pressure on the process.”
- User
It seems some Users already have a stance or even
policy in place to provide a pressure release valve.
Now, does that mean that Producers are not aware of
this possibility? Is there another barrier that inhibits the
communication between Producer and User to allow
for the extended turnaround time? Certainly, there can
be some instances in which the timeframe cannot be

adjusted, and the reasons are outside of reasonable
control, or put undue stress on one or more parties.
But it seems that both sides could benefit from better
open communication on this front.
“Lack of owner contact information and/or lack of
response for an interview by phone or even contact
information to send a questionnaire. “ – Producer
“Tenant/site operatory denies access to all or part of
the site to complete the reconnaissance portion of the
assessment.” – Producer
“Consultants not conducting interviews or failing to
conduct interviews with government agencies/others
in a timely fashion.” - User
Producers chose deficient site information as a barrier
on 14.5% of their selections, compared with only 7.1%
of the Users’ selections. It is unclear if there is a lack
of communication between Producers and Users
when a deficiency exists. The topic bears additional
research. Current data shows Producers lay a portion
of the blame on either a lack of access to owners
(or a knowledgeable individual with intimate site
knowledge) or government records, while Users feel
the responsibility lies with the Producer to obtain data
via alternative methods.
There are numerous pieces of the puzzle that remain
to be analyzed. We still have many questions to ask,
and some have not even been conceived yet. We hope
that this is just the beginning of the discussion; the
first thread that will lead to unraveling the ball of yarn
tangled by a lack of consistency, despite a standard
being in place. The solutions are out there, we need
only find the right questions and the desire to work
together to overcome our barriers.
This article was prepared through a true team
collaboration. Collectively we are a subgroup of a
larger EBA Workgroup routinely meeting to discuss
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the Quality Issues that face our industry from both the
User and Producer perspectives. The discussion that
ensued from the January 2020 EBA Presentations
has led us to investigate further the opportunities to
collectively improve the quality of the assessments
being prepared. Here are a few take-a-ways for us
to consider.
• The need for better, early communication
concerning site history, activities, knowledgeable
contacts, and timelines. Investing more time and
focus at this crucial step, and having a better
information exchange with between Producer
and User “will pay” dividends to the quality of the
Phase I report.
• We need to educate ourselves on what
Producers need and what Users want to
maintain and increase the quality of Phase
I Environmental Site Assessments.
Your
perception will alter your reality. Our limited
survey results suggest that Users of Phase I
reports have much different opinions on quality
than Producers of Phase I reports. We must
understand these differences and discuss how
together we can breach these quality issues if
we are going to have a successful impact on the
Phase I industry.
• Data indicates a gap between an impact on
quality as a result of the resources consultants
are putting into the Phase I process. Users are
of the opinion that a lack of experience for the
site assessor and/or lack of time for the Senior
Reviewer on the project are both concerns. This
was not the same level of concern for Producers.
This is an area we should explore and further
communicate on.
• Lastly, only Producers are concerned with
‘service creep without an increase in fees.
Zero Users noted this as a concern to quality.
Surprisingly, there were very few comments
from the Producers about fees. Increasing the
experience level of assessors, or the Senior
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Reviewer Time to have a positive impact of
quality, may have an impact on costs.
• Cause and Effect (barriers and solutions)
- There appears to be opportunity to further
explore ways to address identified barriers
and propose remedies to eliminate them as we
look to enhance the consistency and quality of
reports.
We will continue to study this issue, have reoccurring
meetings, evaluate data, and present our findings
to the EBA Membership in the future in the form of
additional articles and presentations. But this cannot
happen in isolation, and we need your help. We need
additional Users/Lenders and Producers/Consultants
to complete the EBA online survey, so we can gather
enough data to develop trends and talking points.
Please take a few minutes to complete the survey.
Our Next Steps
1. EBA members need to Fill out the Survey
2. EBA members should analyze the Survey
results, and really understand the barriers.
3. All Members should see that communication
is a key to improving quality. Look for ways to
support solutions.
4. The EBA Workgroup will further collect
information, analyze results, and present
findings.
5. Workgroup will create another touch point fall
2020 (article, presentation, interviews, etc.)
6. Prepare for full panel discussions and
presentations in 2021
In closing, we want to thank you for your participation
and contribution to this important effort to understand
and eliminate the barriers to improving the quality and
consistency of the assessment services and reports
our industry depends on. We look forward to when
we can once again discuss these important topics
together. ■
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A Quality Survey Results
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Change the World

Author: Amanda Horan, CBRE

A

true benefit of EBA membership is the availability
of a vast amount of knowledge and experience
held by the members. Tap into that at a conference
or individually with an EBA friend and you can learn
about almost anything related to environmental risk
management. That can be a double-edged sword.
I’m not a scientist or an engineer. I work with them,
but my job is helping to match the needs of a client
with the expertise of our staff. But, I am also a mother.
I’m a mother of a young boy. He was three when I
started working in the environmental industry just a
few years ago. As any parent can confirm - having
a child, and especially a first one, makes you wary of
the world around you. It is my job to protect my child.
And I am fearless at doing so.
Before I came to this industry and the EBA, and
this is the double-edged sword part, I had heard of
such things as asbestos or lead paint or radon but
had never heard of a PFAS. I learned about them
through the EBA. It was a topic of discussion at a
conference. When I had questions, I would ask
some of my coworkers or my new EBA friends. I
used my network of professional friends to help me
at least become aware of issues related to PFAS. My
initial thought was oh great as if I don’t already have
enough to worry about. Just when I thought I was
getting a handle on toxic proofing my life and home
for the safety of me and my child, I had to think about
PFAS too.
I became aware but I didn’t really like it. How is
this going on and why doesn’t everyone know and
why aren’t there more moms up in arms about this
concern? My perspective was way more personal
than the professional engineers or scientists that
helped me learn. They were involved in projects or
deals or investigations or mitigations or something
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else of a seemingly “higher” importance. They helped
clients that were interested in risk management.
What I was looking for was a way to protect my son,
and the future of friends and families.
Then it hit me. I was doing risk management too.
My problem was completely different than the ones
my colleagues were interested in but the same too.
It reminded me of something one of my EBA friends
told me, that he originally came to the environmental
industry to be the good guy, to clean up pollution and
do good for the world. Deep down he still felt that
way, even though he knew the idealism of his youth
had evolved to the realism of making a living. But
still, in his own way, he still wanted to change the
world. And it was clear me that so did many of my
colleagues. This had to be a big reason why they
chose this profession.
Me too. I wanted to change the world. PFAS was a
big concern of mine, because of my son. I knew he
had to be protected so I dug in and did my research.
The knowledge that PFAS were a class of harmful
“forever” chemicals scared the heck out of me.
Luckily, I found out that since they were becoming
well known as harmful, many businesses were more
and more avoiding their use and the cleanup of the
existing PFAS mess in America was entering the
world of agency politics.
That’s not totally bad news. At least things are
moving. And that’s another good thing about the EBA
members, they like to talk about the difficult issues,
the latest issues and the emerging issues. They
like to keep on top of things and believe it or not
that alone is comforting. Not all news is bad news.
Recently there’s been a new topic of discussion
and this one is different. It’s a broad topic related to
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ESG, or Environmental and Social Governance. At
first this didn’t make any sense to me, especially the
“Social” part. When I asked about it, I was reminded
there were some EBA members a while back that
were interested in sustainability. There was even
a “Sustainability” Chair on the Board who used to
have periodic conference calls on the subject. A few
people would listen in but overall it wasn’t a popular
thing. Many bankers told me sustainability just didn’t
fit well with environmental risk management.
But times are changing. The “environmental” part of
ESG now includes climate change. I’m hearing banks
are becoming more sensitive to this and it’s already
a big deal in Europe. The reason apparently is due
to the public. Think of that. Public desire for action
related to climate change is on the rise and changing
the way businesses act. A few of my colleagues have
explained stockholders are asking for written plans
for dealing with it. And duh, it’s in large part due to the
public wanting to take action on the issue. Seriously,
it makes sense, even though it’s unexpected, but
there’s a catch.
The catch is related to “sustainability”. Remember
green buildings? Energy efficiency? It was a time
when saving energy meant saving the planet.
Somebody created a whole new industry just to
measure and report how good a building design was.
It’s still going strong, I think, but maybe it’s lost a little
momentum. LEED certification is still sought out and
yes, it’s a good thing.
Here’s the message: energy efficiency in buildings
is a good idea; and to demonstrate efficiency of the
design, there’s a model for testing and reporting.
Whoever built the LEED thing created a scorecard,
and it’s now a standard for measuring effectiveness.
That’s powerful.
It’s also a little thought provoking. Especially to a
single parent in the time of “social distancing” with
extra time on her hands. Because of COVID, my
son and I were home schooling and working from

home and staying home when we’re not schooling
or working. He likes to watch superhero movies and
sometimes likes to watch nature shows on PBS.
One night after he went to bed and I was winding down,
the TV was still on PBS and a show about plastic was
starting. Boring, I thought, but it was a reasonable
background noise. I watched bits and pieces while
picking up stuff around the house. Then a statement
caught my attention. They said only about 10% of the
recyclable plastics ever get recycled. What?
A quick Google search and apparently at best it’s
10% and declining. It’s declining for two reasons, first
there’s very little market for recyclables and second,
it’s almost impossible to segregate the materials
efficiently. There’s also new “recyclable” plastics
coming on the market all the time, but in containers
that simply cannot be used, like a toothpaste tube.
How do you clean the inside of a toothpaste tube?
It has to be cleaned before it can be recycled, so it’s
really just a marketing ploy to say it’s recyclable when
in fact it never will be.
It made me think of mountains of plastic in landfills
or even worse, in the sea. It made me mad. It made
me want to change the world so I could protect my
son’s future. And I’m not even going to bring up the
problem of microplastics in things we consume. No,
not going there.
Then I had a thought about sustainability and ESG.
Actually a question. If ESG is an emerging issue for
banks because of public perception, and stockholders
want to demonstrate action to customers, then wouldn’t
the lesson of sustainability by the development of a
standard measure of effectiveness, or impact, be the
missing link?
And wouldn’t it be appropriate for ESG staff at a
bank to consider that impact to the environment in
their analysis? Maybe the result would be more than
just measuring, considering and reporting an impact
to the environment. Maybe the result might be a
change in the amount of production of disposable
plastic. Maybe we could change the world?
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Thank you for reading!
We hope you stay safe and well.

Catch you on the
Zoom Arounds!

