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groups of stakeholders (such as analysts, 
investors and bankers) and clients we needed 
to think about too - we put plans in place for 
all these groups…Employees appreciate the 
transparency and communications from 
multiple levels and also that we’re talking to 
them about the unknowns and uncertainties.

“As CEO I’ve been doing weekly emails with 
an overriding collective message that we are 
‘all in this together’ and highlighting the ways 
we’ve been helping each other, clients, and 
our communities to build that camaraderie. 
I’m getting increasing numbers of personal 
emails in response to this with people 
saying they’re grateful to feel connected to 
something bigger so it seems to have been 
well received so far.”

Firms have also found other innovative ways 
of promoting ‘connectedness’ such as virtual 
coffee breaks, happy hours, even virtual farm 
tours!

As we head into the next phase of this 
crisis, firms will be increasingly dealing 
with impacts on the physical and emotional 
health of remote-working employees coping 
with various personal situations such as 
homeschooling. And the indications are that 
this phase could last for some time, so as one 
CEO said he is extremely mindful of the need 
for tolerance: “Humanity is very important; and 

From crisis communications and responding 
to the changing outlook to strategic 

planning for the ‘big re-entry’; the third CEO 
Forum on the industry impacts of COVID-19, 
hosted by AEC Advisors, provided insights on 
the strategies of professional and technical 
services and consulting firms across North 
America and worldwide.  

AEC Advisors’ president Andrej Avelini led 
an interactive virtual panel discussion which 
featured: 

• Gord Johnston, CEO & president, Stantec

• Alex L’Heureux, CEO & president, WSP

• Louis Armstrong, CEO & president,  
 Kleinfelder

• Paul Gabriel, CEO & cofounder, 
 Environmental Partners. 

They were joined by more than 700 CEOs, 
managing directors and AEC executives 
representing some 500 individual firms, 
which collectively generate some $120bn in 
annual revenues. The webinar series provides 
a valuable forum in which business leaders 
are able to compare notes on strategy and 
response to help navigate the uncharted 
territory of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In his opening address Avelini noted: “It can 
be lonely being at the top of your company, 
and especially isolating right now - whether 
it’s a 70-person local firm like Environmental 

Strategic plans for an evolving crisis  
and post-crisis era

Partners to a 50,000-strong multinational 
player like WSP - so we hope you can all take 
some comfort from finding commonality in 
some of these issues and experiences. 

“We truly believe this industry is unique 
in terms of its collegiality at this time of 
crisis and willingness to learn and share 
experiences with each other.”

Crisis communications: 
‘we’re all in this together’
The main message on communicating with 
employees was that there’s no such thing 
as ‘overkill on internal comms’ as staff are 
generally appreciative to know management 
is ‘taking care of personnel issues and 
responding to the CARES Act provisions, etc’. 
CEOs are finding the personal touch from 
them at this time of crisis goes a long way 
in allaying anxieties. One CEO records weekly 
videos sent to all employees to communicate 
key messages, and also does a webcast 
with the top 300 leaders in the organisation 
globally.

Another panellist said: “We determined from 
the outset we wanted to be as transparent as 
we could with our employees and even err 
on the side or over-communicating rather 
than under-communicating. There’s other 

Environment Analyst’s Liz Trew provides key takeaways from AEC Advisor’s latest CEO Forum panel 
which focused on the tactical responses to the crisis being employed by firms of all shapes and sizes, 
featuring the top bosses of Environmental Partners, Kleinfelder, Stantec and WSP

Firms that will do better through this crisis are the 
ones with good leaders
Andrej Avelini, AEC Advisors
“
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taking care of family is still just as important 
as we come out of the crisis.

“We’ll need to be understanding some 
people might not be immediately able to 
come back to the office; so we feel there’s a 
need to communicate that it won’t hamper 
anyone’s career or professional development. 
The whole work-life balance will come more 
into play.”

Evolving outlook

Avelini provided an update from AEC Advisors’ 
series of fortnightly industry CEO surveys. 
The latest figures (based on responses from 
almost 300 firms ranging from small <$25m 
to the super large >$2bn revenue businesses) 
indicate that the median percentage of 
backlog delayed has stabilised at a level of 
17%.

The survey also indicates that the expected 
negative impact on budgeted revenues for 
2020 has also stabilised at around 5-20% 
(with a median of 10%); although AEC 
Advisors believes this estimates may be a bit 
conservative given the level of backlog delays.

One of the panellists noted that with his firm 
coming out of 2019 with a strong backlog 
and expecting 20% growth this year a key 
message he has been communicating is: 
“We won’t be looking to lay anyone off and if we need to take a hit on the earnings side 

we will do that in order to maintain our staff. 
But key to this is the COO targeting tight 
project management reviews and constantly 
interfacing with personnel - he’s the centre of 
the links.”

Another strategy being deployed is to put 
staff on “seasonal leave” which helps preserve 
people’s health benefits, so important during 
this time of pandemic. Really cutting back on 
discretionary spending (one CEO is aiming for 
a 90% cut) will also help balance out the loss 
of revenue.

One panellist said their firm had experienced 
a 5-10% decrease in backlog, acknowledging 
that “if the shutdown continues things will get 
worse”.

“If we exit this year flat on 2019 I’d be happy 
with that so a lot depends on what happens in 
Q3 and Q4…a major determining factor would 
be another wave of COVID-19 coming through 
in the fall.” Other key factors include how long 
it takes for the big economic re-opening and 
when the awaited infrastructure bill will get 
to the ground.

Avelini highlighted another finding from 
the survey, which indicates something of a 
disconnect between “the median revenue 

decline of 10% and yet only a 10% average 
earnings decline when the average labour 
force decline expected is 5%”. He thinks firms 
may be erring on the conservative side again 
with their profit and loss expectations, but 
warns  “you’ve got to be very careful there”.

However, the experience of some AEC 
firms during the last great recession was that 
significant cost reduction efforts matching 
revenue decline enabled them to come 
out with a flat result and to hold onto their 
earnings.

End-market impacts

The industry survey also shows that water, 
transportation, federal and environment work 
is currently holding up well, while the private 
building sector (commercial, retail, hospitality, 
residential) and work associated with the oil & 
gas industry are not doing so well (see chart).

As well as sectoral differences, the extent of 
COVID-19 restrictions impacting on work is 
state dependent - based on the various state 
orders coming out around construction and 
whether infrastructure projects are considered 
critical. But there are some bright spots 
where some projects are being accelerated 

Source: AEC Advisors’ COVID-19 impact on AEC Industry Survey (April 2020)

“We want to be as 
transparent as possible 
with our employees
Gord Johnston, Stantec



STRATEGIC PLANS FOR AN EVOLVING CRISIS AND POST-CRISIS ERA

3

MAY 2020

flexibility in case a second wave of COVID hits.
One panellist was able to draw on the early 

experiences of staff returning to their offices 
in mainland China, Hong Kong and SE Asia: 
“What we've found is that your protocol needs 
to be absolutely clear, communicated in 
simple terms and easy to understand to avoid 
any confusion.”

There’s going to be a disparity in how the re-
entry proceeds in different countries/regions, 
depending on whether public transport is 
heavily relied upon, and whether it’s a rural vs 
urban setting. One of the CEOs suggested: “We 
need to be mindful that some staff won’t feel 
safe to use public transport. We do expect a 

- particularly in the water, transportation and 
utility sectors - given better access to sites 
through people staying at home or due to 
lower levels of vehicular traffic.

The panel suggested that service areas 
associated with commercial/retail/residential 
planning work are where the biggest risk 
of downturn lies because of deteriorating 
business confidence. One remarked: “I do 
not believe the past (e.g. the great recession 
of ten years ago) will be a great predictor of 
what the future will look like. We’re now about 
five weeks into this in North America and I 
am increasingly concerned by the fact that 
the planning and advisory business is burning 
off the existing backlog but a lot of the work 
we’ll be doing in future will be reliant on the 
sentiment in the market (including planning 
& environmental permitting). As we enter the 
summer we’ll know very quickly how good 
2021 might be.”

Much will depend on if the economic 
impact is shallow and prolonged or deeper 
with a fast recovery. There’s a lot of debate 
among economists over whether this will be 
a V-shaped, U-shaped or W-shaped recession. 
One panellist observed: “I think it’s all going to 
take a lot longer than we all think. Just look 
at the latest US unemployment figures [which 
have already exceeded the peak of the GFC by 
18m to total more than 33m].

“If we look back 10 years, the real estate 
sector really suffered for a period of 2-3 years 
after the recession so more during 2010-
2012. I am much more concerned on 2021 
than 2020 – and the private sector will suffer 
more than the public sector.” 

Although utilisation rates seem to be holding 
up well for the time being, there is a big 
question mark over replenishing the backlog 
and if work intensity declines in Q3 and Q4. 
One CEO said: “We’re definitely now seeing a 
decline in new project opportunities mainly 
due to client schedule disruption.”

But if new project pursuits fall below the 
level identified in contingency plans, will 
this be linked to the need to make layoffs? 
A panellist responded: “We’re watching the 
backlog like a hawk and talking to our clients 
all the time; some are wavering but fortunately 
most of the big infrastructure projects we’re 
working on are continuing. For us there’s no 
need to have a contingency plan for layoffs 
yet, but we have stopped hiring. If revenues 
fall back to 2019 levels we know we’ll be ok 
with the current number of staff.” Many of the 
small to mid-size firms may be in a similar 
position.

Planning for ‘re-entry’

The big question everyone is asking now is 
how long till staff may return to the office? And 
what plans are there in terms of workspace 
and rotas/shifts to accommodate social 
distancing? Might there be some longer term 
changes too to how we work?

When and how the ‘re-opening’ happens will 
depend on local public health guidelines, but 
as one panellist said, “we are planning for it to 
involve a sustained play on social distancing.” 
Options include having different office days 
for a Team A and Team B, keeping every 
other workstation open or different teams 
coming in on different days of the week, etc. 
But there are some important logistics still 
to work out; for example around those staff 
who use cad workstations which are not 
easily transportable backwards and forwards 
between the office and home. “Our COOs are 
working with office leaders and landlords to 
work out a phased re-entry process. But I do 
believe re-entry will be considerably more 
complex than moving people home,” said 
one CEO.

 Another said his firm has prepared a draft 
five-point plan to allow a measured pace in 
returning to the office, but there needs to be 

“We are strengthening 
the way we effectively 
communicate with 
clients and each other
Louis Armstrong, Kleinfelder

“We need to push clients to rethink their 
preconceptions of what’s possible
Alex L’Heureux, WSP
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high proportion will want to carry on working 
from home at least a few days per week in the 
longer term.”

Another said: “We’ve seen high efficiencies 
through working from home so far and expect 
to have more hot desking when people return 
to the office; this will form part of our longer 
term review of our real estate footprint going 
forward.” 

Tactical measures and 
approaches
AEC Advisors’ latest COVID-19 impact survey 
indicates that 43% of industry business 
leaders are taking a more cautious approach 
to M&A, with only 11% saying the situation has 
prompted them to be more aggressive. Avelini 
said there will be some firms who need the 
sanctuary of a larger, more secure financial 
partner.

“From our point of view, the M&A side is 
certainly not as robust…and undoubtedly 
much different now, but there will be some 
unusual opportunities in this unusual crisis.”

One of the panellist CEOs revealed that for 
their business, acquisition plans are presently 
on hold: “I believe it would be the wrong sort of 
message to send to our people if we started 
deploying capital to buy companies. It’s my 
personal view that the focus should be inward 
and now is not the right time to look at M&A. 
We’re not in a position to know yet what Q3 
and Q4 are going to look like so that makes it 
tougher to do good due diligence.

“But once we’re through the worst then yes 
it’s a possibility as we have bought some 
companies recently that were going through 
a rough patch.”

There will also be opportunities for talent 
acquisition – for those happy to continue on 
with recruitment plans – given the movement 
of professionals through layoffs.

On accessing business support schemes, the 
panel view is that that the PPP loans available 
for firms of under 500 people represent a 'no-
brainer' and can be considered as an extended 
LOC from the bank. One member of the panel 
said: “There’s an interesting question we’re 
working out with our accountants - how would 
any forgiveness component on repayments 
come into the P&L”? 

For larger firms, employee payroll tax 
deferrals are helping ease cashflow for some. 
And outside of the US other government 
support schemes are proving useful; many 

countries in northern Europe and Asia 
have been proactive on that (for example 
there is 'coronavirus job retention scheme' 
[CJRS] in the UK which offers capped salary 
reimbursement from the government).

Avelini said that the general experience 
seems to be that utilisation rates have shot up 
with no office distractions “so there’s a sugar 
high on utilisation”, but how long can that last 
he posed?

Utilisation may still be running at about 
60-70% for some firms, but that’s with very 
little paid time off, no client meetings, no 
conferences, no professional association 
time; and at the same time direct costs are 
down (office supplies, overheads, business 
travel, etc) which could compensate for the 
lower efficiency you might experience as work-
from-home (WFH) practices bed in.

As one panellist observed: “We think WHF is 
pretty productive at this point in time but it will 
take another month or so to nail it down; and 
we’re monitoring productivity and backlog very 
closely with our project managers set against 
the backdrop of client budget and federal 
aid uncertainties, etc. I think we’ll be fine for 
the first half but we’re watching our backlog 
numbers like a hawk to try and stay in front 
of trends. I think we can successfully WFH in 
the long run.”

Silver linings and leadership 
‘take homes’
The resiliency of the workforce through these 
testing times, and the opportunity for business 
leaders to engage more deeply with their 
employees, are emerging as the major silver 
linings to the crisis. Other key learnings to take 
forward for the long-term relate to the future 
of working, the need to reassess real estate 
requirements and discretionary business 
travel.

Client communications and connectivity 
have also been much improved for some 
through the crisis – partly because ‘everyone’s 
more available’. Now perhaps is a good time to 
keep reminding clients - as they start thinking 
about what projects they may have to cut in Q3 
- of the value and importance of their work on 
essential infrastructure projects, and providing 
continued power, heat, light, clean water, etc.

There are other aspects to the client 
relationship to take forward, as suggested by 
one CEO: “It may sound simplistic but now our 
clients are relaxing the rules on how we can 

deliver services to them using technology, as 
an industry I think we should push harder on 
this going forward. In the years to come this 
will be a very interesting topic – the rethinking 
of preconceptions about what’s possible.”

Another important aspect is around 
leadership. One panellist summed it up 
nicely: “I heard a wise person say once at the 
beginning of this crisis that panic is contagious 
but so is leadership. So from my perspective 
as a cofounder it has been satisfying for me 
to see the leadership flourish at multiple levels, 
particularly among the younger generation 
in our business which bodes well for our 
company’s future success.”

Another said that their firm’s ‘ecosytem’ 
mindset has been advanced and accelerated 
throughout the organisation as a result of 
crisis management.

Avelini wrapped up by concluding: “It’s all 
about the leadership in this industry and it 
seems to me that the AEC firms who are going 
to do better through this crisis are the ones 
with good leaders.”

With thanks to the panellists and AEC 
Advisors: 
 www.aecadvisors.com.
For more information visit:
www.environment-analyst.com/global

“Panic is contagious 
in a crisis but so is 
leadership

Paul Gabriel, Environmental Partners

http://www.aecadvisors.com
http://www.environment-analyst.com/global
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ENVIRONMENT ANALYST 
BUSINESS SUMMIT 2020

LEADING THE TRANSITION
June - July

The current decade is viewed as a critical timeline for the 
climate and sustainability agenda, but with short-term risk 
management now focused on COVID-19 will there be an 
acceleration or derailment of ambition for the 2020s?  
This year’s Environment Analyst Business Summit will help 
inform the debate.

The 2020 Business Summit will be taking place as a large  
virtual event, consisting of online expert talks, virtual panel-
led discussions and digital networking. This virtual summit 
will look at the key opportunities and challenges for the 
environmental industry sector through the added lens of the 
coronavirus.

Hear from expert speakers from:
• Delta-Simons Environmental Consultants 
• Environment Analyst 
• SLR
• Environmental Financial Consulting Group (EFCG)
• Golder Associates
• ERM
• Anthesis Consulting Group
• Senversa
• Environmental Industries Commission 

At a glance

Virtual conference

30 June - 15 July

For sponsorship enquires: 
Tel: +44 (0) 1225 667 508

Who should attend?

Senior environmental and 
sustainability consulting 
or service executives, and 
other business leaders in 
the green economy 

£     Prices start from £325. 
        Discounts available for  
        Coporate Members.


