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Transforming the Construction Game

earing its 75" anniversary, Har-

ris, a leading mechanical contrac-

tor, specializes in design and en-

gineering, construction, controls,
service, manufacturing, conveyors and end-
to-end building systems. In short, Harris fix-
es buildings. And, with up to 70 percent of a
commercial building’s energy expense tied
directly to mechanical system operation, it’s
an aspect of the building industry too costly
to overlook.

Headquartered in St. Paul, Minnesota, with
regional offices across the country, includ-
ing two in California, Harris is known for its
work on sizeable projects that include stadi-
ums, data centers, medical facilities/
hospitals, schools, airports, hotels and casi-
nos. It may be surprising to learn that about
five years ago, as Harris continued to grow,

Michel Michno,
CEO of Harris

If anyone can, it’s Harris Company, one of the nation's
largest construction firms with marquee projects including
stadiums, arenas, hospitals, schools, airports and hotels.

both organically and externally through ac-
quisitions — which added capabilities, di-
versification and geographical reach, a vi-
sion of ‘one Harris’ was mapped out on a
single piece of paper.

"This has all been a part of our strategic
plan, one that would get us from where we
were, to our vision of today," says Michel
Michno, CEO of Harris. "On that piece of
paper was a list of five aims. One of them
we entitled, 'Game Changer,' which focused
on talent, culture and an advance toward
making Harris a destination workplace."

Harris' rise as a national player is echoed by
Michno's own ascent at the company. Mich-
no joined Harris in 2015 as chief operations

officer, bringing with him over 35 years of
experience in the construction industry, in-
cluding international experience in Europe,
Asia, Africa and Central and South America.
At the close of 2020, he was named CEO.
His rise was part of the firm's five-year mas-
ter plan.

"I’m a big believer that through excellence
and efficiency, we can change the construc-
tion industry," he says. "If you look at the
data, productivity has not gone up in con-
struction since the 1980°s, which is quite
surprising when you compare what's hap-
pened in farming, manufacturing or other
industries — that is not happening in con-
struction."
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Embracing technology is a critical compo-
nent of Michno’s vision for changing the
industry.

"There is a degree of fragmentation in con-
struction. But, we're in a place where change
is possible, because technology will enable
it," Michno says. "For example, as a crew
member, it's difficult to know precisely
where you’re at in the process on a single
construction job, even on a daily basis.

“There are a lot of details and levels of de-
tails; the specifics are tremendous. That's
why it's not uncommon to see construction
budgets go over-budget and beyond-
schedule. With better use of technology,
which includes tracking apps, we’re able to
know with far greater certainty exactly
what's going on with every detail on every
job."

It’s Harris’ success with the details, as well
as its national, unified presence that make
the company a leader in improving environ-
mental building conditions and producing
operational efficiencies. And, why it lands

such highly visible projects.

The company's deep foray into arena and
stadium work shines an impressive score-
board, including U.S. Bank Stadium, home
of the NFL's Minnesota Vikings; AT&T
Center, home of the NBA's San Antonio
Spurs; T-Mobile Arena, home of the NHL's
Vegas Golden Knights; and Allegiant Stadi-
um, new home of the NFL's freshly-minted
Las Vegas Raiders.

"To borrow a sporting analogy, we look at
these projects as being like athletes in that
we enjoy the pressure," Michno says.
"There's both a pride and a rush in these
jobs. Like being in a game, there's a thrill
just before going onto the field, but once the
game starts and you settle in, it's about meet-
ing that challenge. You're only as good as
the team you put out there."

eing under the construction mi-
croscope has its advantages.

"The value of these stadium pro-
jects is that there's a lot of clari-
ty," adds the CEO. "Everyone knows the
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date of that first preseason game; everyone

knows there's no real flexibility in the time-
line. Decisions get made and they get made
quickly. Things don't linger; people act im-
mediately and decisively."

For Harris, the rise of demands and dead-
lines sees no descent in either quality or
safety measures. Recently named to the list
of 2021 Top Workplaces USA by Energage,
LLC, the company's deep commitment to its
workforce is chief among the Harris check-
list.

"It's an effort, a culture, which permeates
throughout our entire organization," Michno
says. "From the administrative level to the
on-site teams, we need to give our people all
of the training they need, all of the tools they
need, and we need to provide them the au-
thority they need to make the right decisions
on job sites.

“It's an industry with inherent risks and you
can't take anything for granted. We're proud
of our safety record, but we're only satisfied
with reports of zero incidents."
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Such care has been well-evidenced by the
way Harris has handled the pandemic, in
which regional mandates and respective
company work practices has seen the con-
struction industry generally presenting a dis-
sonance of approaches. At Harris, the re-
sponse to COVID-19 has been organized
and uniform.

"We immediately put in place an Incident
Response Team, which enabled us to meet
daily to deal with any situation which might
arise," Michno concludes. "For example, we
had certain job sites in certain regions, with
deep heat and heavy humidity, where our
team members were the only ones wearing
face masks.

“From the onset of the pandemic, we have
stayed very aware of what the CDC was do-
ing and we've been very proactive with
measures on our job sites. We always try to
be ahead of the curve." — By Judd Spicer,
California Business Journal
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