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Partnering Assists Successful Completion of 

New Jersey Transit’s $207 Million Light Rail Extension in Newark 
By Bill Spragins, Director, FMI 

 

The timely completion of Newark’s $210 million new 

light rail extension in downtown Newark is further 

example of how a fully committed, ongoing partnering 

effort can assist teams on complex urban projects within 

the hard-bid public works contractual environment. 

Given the high profile nature of the project, the team 

decided to pursue an ongoing partnering process as 

opposed to the approach of a one-off kickoff session and 

lip service to a Project Charter. According to Joe 

Marcello, Director of Capital Project Management, “the 

consistent sense of urgency and responsiveness … 

displayed were, without a doubt, key factors in making 

this construction project a huge success.” 

 

Key Project Stakeholders 
• New Jersey Transit (NJT) – Owner 

• DMJM-Harris/STV – Construction Manager 

• BRW/Parsons Brinkerhoff – Design Engineer 

• Conti Group – Contractor 

 

The Project 
The light rail extension of Newark’s subway will enable passengers 

coming from NJT’s suburban lines to reach Newark Penn Station 

within a few minutes. The line is intended to improve commuting to 

downtown Newark and its businesses, educational, recreational and 

cultural facilities. Elements of the project included: 

• One-mile direct link between Newark’s Pennsylvania Station 

and Newark’s Broad Street Station 

• New stations at the New Jersey Performing Arts Center, Bears 

& Eagles Riverfront Stadium, Broad Street at Washington Park, 

Newark Public Library and the Newark Museum, and Broad 

Street business district 

• Additional construction activities of power, rail installation and 

relocation of utility systems 

• 850 feet of subterranean work, including the construction of a 14.5’ x 18.5’ deep cut-and-

cover tunnel 

• Road improvements along Broad Street and other peripheral streets 

• An 800 foot stretch of “floating” slab versus traditional grade slab to dampen vibrations of 

light rail cars that may rattle recording sessions or performers at the nearby Performing Arts 

Center 

The project was essentially installing a light-rail line in 

the middle of a functioning city street and business 
district. 
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• A Wall of Fame honoring the lives and achievements of extraordinary performing artists 

from New Jersey 

 

According to Glenn Sweeney, Conti Project Manager, “basically you’re plopping a light rail line 

on the middle of a functioning city street,” (New York Construction, May 2005). Added Kurt 

Kaufman, former NJT Project Manager, “the protection of adjacent structures was our largest 

challenge in the middle of a built-up business district,” (New York Construction, May 2005). 

 

Project Successes 
The project achieved success in a number of key goal areas, including: 

• Schedule: The project came in on time despite the utility 

relocation intensive nature of the work in a tight urban 

setting. Additionally, the team had to meet the milestone 

of 100% completion of rail infrastructure before beginning 

training of the operators of the new line. Station prep work 

continued during the operator-training period to meet the 

Grand Opening date. 

• Quality: In addition to successful completion of the above 

elements of the project, the artistic stonework along the 

Wall of Fame was overseen directly by Conti to ensure top 

notch quality. The plaque induction ceremony was the 

highlight of this portion of the work. According to NJT’s 

Joe Marcello, “the finished product is a gleaming example 

of the team’s attention to detail and insistence on excellent 

workmanship.” 

• Budget: The team kept the final project budget amount 

close to NJT’s expected value with carefully thought out 

value-engineering proposals. These were incorporated 

without impact to the schedule. 

• Community Relations: Through the community outreach 

program, Conti and DMJM-Harris/ STV informed the 

surrounding “stakeholders” and residents of upcoming 

construction activities. A focused effort was made to keep 

the office building managers informed. Additional coordination was required with the 

Newark Bears, Newark Police and any other events affecting the job-site area. The team 

adjusted the schedule to assist with the St. John’s parking lot. NJPAC called to thank the 

team for completing Center Street on schedule.  

• Effective Communication and Problem Solving: The team significantly improved both RFI 

and submittal processes over time. Partnering also helped the team ensure an improved 

payment process as well. Pat Hogan, Vice-President of Project Engineering & Management 

for Conti, said all of the organizations did a great job of “meeting somewhere around in the 

middle of the complex, grey area, sticky issues to avoid the ‘no’ answers or perceptions of 

price unfairness on either side.”  

 

The project added the Penn 

Station to Broad St. Extension to 

the Newark Rail System 
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Partnering Process  

The process adopted by the team was developed based on the principles of collaboration, 

accountability and consistency. On a project of this type, collaboration among all primary 

stakeholders and the surrounding community was essential. Accountability was achieved by 

having an ongoing series of partnering activities requiring all parties to account for the various 

actions needed by each in a regular forum. Consistency in approach involved the use of similar 

partnering reporting processes from all parties between the partnering forums. Elements of this 

ongoing process included: 

• Executive-Level Kickoff Session: A smaller group of senior-level personnel from all parties 

initially met to agree on overall project goals, issue escalation process and protocol as well as 

the path forward for an ongoing partnering process. Pat Hogan says that at this session, “we 

set up a very structured process that included Notice of Proposed change meetings, an 

escalation chart and an accountability matrix.” 

• Project-Level Session: In a subsequent session, the team expanded to include all on-site 

supervisory personnel, engineers and key subcontractors, where the Project Charter and Issue 

Escalation Process were finalized. Additionally, key issues or “Rocks in the Road” were 

identified and initial actions outlined by specific task force teams. 

• Quarterly Executive Sessions: At the continuing sessions, Project Managers for the key 

entities provided a joint project update, and team goals were rated and reviewed on a one to 

five point scale where “four” was considered “meeting expectations,” “five” was “exceeding 

expectations,” and anything less than a “four,” “less than expectations.” These goal ratings 

provided the format for any team member to provide praise or good work or to raise issues of 

concern. Actions were developed on the key issues. Glenn Sweeney says, “we were able to 

review the issues in a forum that was different than the regular project meetings. Having a 

neutral party facilitate the sessions and a set schedule was a big benefit.” A total of eight of 

these sessions were held during the course of the project.  

• Team Evaluation Process: As a supplement to the Executive-Level sessions, a quarterly 

Team Evaluation was administered and compiled by FMI. Similar to the goal rating format, 

this tool asked a different set of questions to a different audience which included Project 

Managers and on-site supervisory personnel. Results and comments generated by the survey 

were reviewed at the 

quarterly executive level 

session. A graph of the 

results of this evaluation 

is in Exhibit 1. 

• Acceptance and 

Closeout Session: In 

April 2006, this session 

focused on ensuring 

expectations of all 

parties were clearly 

understood regarding 

completion of 

construction, start-up of 

the light rail, and 

closeout of all 
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Exhibit One: Partnering Evaluation Trend Chart, 

October 2004 – January 2006 
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administrative details. Topics covered included train and traffic signal plans, final resource 

loading for the schedule, resolution of change orders and clarity on definition of turnover to 

NJT. According to Pat Hogan, this session was one of the key successes of the partnering 

process. 

 

There were a number of factors that contributed to the successful completion of this project. The 

use of this partnering model demonstrates that a structured approach to the process based on 

consistency and accountability can assist a project team deal with the ongoing issues on complex 

urban projects. For the business and cultural community of Newark, that meant a very successful 

project that came in on time.  

 


