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Terracon is bringing its existing expertise 
to bear in the maintenance and upgrade 
of building features such as facades, roof 
pavements, and overall property condi-
tion. A big part of that expanding capabil-
ity, however, will be building energy ser-
vices—thus the acquisition of ESA, which 
performs energy audits, retrofits, and com-
missioning. According to Gaboury, the 
facilities business accounts for only 3% of 
overall revenue today, but “the goal is to 
get it to be about 10%.”

Gaboury estimates that nearly 30% of 
its $327 million in revenue during 2009 
was derived from environmental services. 
The environmental practice breaks down 
into nine areas, with the top three centered 
on environmental due diligence, investiga-
tions and closures, and asbestos, followed 
up by such areas as remedial design, in-
dustrial hygiene, solid waste, and natural 
resources.

The $327 million in 2009 reflects both 
the acquisitions completed last year com-
bined with a rebound in internal opera-
tions, and was sufficient to put Terracon at 
number 41 on Engineering News-Record’s 
(ENR) 2010 list of the Top 500 Design 
Firms—up from number 46 on the 2009 
list. Outside of the acquisitions, 2009 was, 
overall, a down year for the company in 
revenue and staff count, which suffered 
comparable cuts of about 12%, Gaboury 
estimates.

Company revenues are back up this 
year, with a projected increase of about 
10%—not as high as the 18% annual 
growth (internal and through acquisition) 
in the years prior to 2009, but up none-
theless. The current employment count is 
about 2,700 people.

Terracon’s margins have remained 
solid throughout this challenging period, 
Gaboury says. “We’re going to be a little 
bit above budget for the year.” While mar-
gins have historically circulated around 
15% annually, they’ll be closer to 10% for 
2010, which is “about typical for the in-
dustry,” he notes.

The geographic expansion plays into 
what Gaboury sees as a distinct competi-
tive advantage for Terracon—a broad geo-
graphic footprint. The firm’s nearly 120 

Like many of its peers in the envi-
ronmental and infrastructure con-
sulting and engineering industry, 

$330-million Terracon (Olathe, KS) had 
a challenging year in 2009. Its historically 
substantial business in the private property 
development sector suffered from revenue 
and staffing hits comparable to those expe-
rienced by other firms, and the company 
had to move quickly and aggressively to 
reverse course.

Move it did, recognizing opportuni-
ties to diversify into new markets such as 
the transportation and federal, state, and 
local sectors, and to continue implement-
ing its active acquisition strategy. On the 
acquisition front, in mid-2009, Terracon 
acquired the Seattle-area materials engi-
neering and testing unit of AMEC Earth 
& Environmental’s construction services 
group to strengthen its core business in 
geotechnical materials and geo-environ-
mental services.

Terracon followed that deal with the 
acquisitions, announced in October, of 
three geotechnical, environmental, and 
construction materials engineering and 
testing companies in a move to expand 
its presence in the southeastern U.S. The 
newly acquired companies were: Gallet 
& Associates, Inc. (Birmingham, AL), 
which employed 150 people at offices in 
Alabama, Tennessee, Florida, Georgia, and 
Mississippi; Aquaterra Engineering, LLC 
(Baton Rouge, LA), which employed more 
than 100 people at offices in Louisiana, 
Tennessee, Mississippi, Georgia, and Ala-
bama; and WPC, Inc. (Charleston, SC), 
which employed more than 140 people at 
offices in South Carolina, North Carolina, 
Georgia, and Florida.

Terracon closed the year with the ac-
quisition in December of Dallas-based 
IAQ Consultants, Inc., a specialist in in-
door air quality, asbestos abatement, and 
industrial hygiene consulting. Continuing 
into 2010, Terracon in April acquired ESA 
Energy Systems Associates Inc., a con-

sulting and engineering firm with offices 
in Round Rock and Houston, Texas. ESA 
specializes in energy management services 
and mechanical, electrical, and plumbing 
design for educational, healthcare, com-
mercial, and industrial clients. Then in the 
fall of 2010, Terracon acquired Midwest 
Testing Laboratory, Inc., a firm providing 
geotechnical engineering and construction 
materials engineering and testing services 
with five offices in North Dakota 

Terracon President and CEO David 
Gaboury describes the acquisitions as 
fulfilling the company’s expansion strat-
egy in three ways. First, and most funda-
mentally, “we’ve been acquiring firms in 
our core business—geotechnical materials 
and geo-environmental—to expand geo-
graphically,” he notes. The three October 
acquisitions in the Southeast, as well as the 
purchase of the AMEC unit, reflected this 
strategy.

While margins have historically 
circulated around 15% 

annually, they’ll be closer to 
10% for 2010, which is “about 

typical for the industry.”

Second, in the environmental services 
arena, “what we’re doing is more comple-
mentary,” Gaboury explains. “We’ve done 
some small acquisitions and are planning 
to be more aggressive and bring in comple-
mentary capabilities, like an industrial hy-
giene firm or an asbestos firm, or an indoor 
air quality firm”—hence the acquisition of 
IAQ Consultants.

NEW BUSINESS IN ENERGY 
AND BUILDING FORENSICS

The third prong of the company’s ac-
quisition strategy consists of a major diver-
sification into facilities, or “building foren-
sics,” as Gaboury describes it. In this area, 

TERRACON CONTINUES ON STRONG 
ACQUISITION PACE TO EXPAND IN 
GEOGRAPHY AND SERVICES
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offices nationwide allow it to be very lo-
cal and very responsive to client needs. 
In the environmental arena particularly, 
Terracon provides a lot of due diligence, 
site closure, brownfields, and geo-environ-
mental services for smaller projects often 
in the $50,000 to $100,000 range, and the 
extended local presence is advantageous 
in managing lots of these geographically 
widespread projects. “That’s a sweet spot 
for us,” Gaboury says. 

EFFECTIVE REDEPLOYMENT 
OF PERSONNEL 

The broadening geographic footprint 
has facilitated Terracon’s penetration of the 
state and local market. The firm has won 
some state-level environmental support 
contracts where it can bring its expertise to 
the disposition of abandoned properties, 
underground storage tank (UST) sites, 
and the like. In response to the decline in 
the commercial property market, “we’ve 
been able to redeploy our people and have 
achieved good success there,” says Gaboury. 
Some of that work has benefited from the 
funneling of federal stimulus funds to the 
states, he adds.

Pursuit of federal work—currently a 
very small portion of Terracon’s business—
will largely be along the same small-proj-
ect model, doing work for entities like the 
National Park Service. “The challenge in 
the federal arena is in finding our place,” 
Gaboury notes. “But we are making good 
progress with growth of 300% in 2009 
and 95% in 2010 in federal work.”

The biggest internal challenge he sees is 
leveling the variability in practices and ex-
pertise from office to office. “The key for us 
is to balance the variability out with new 
hires, so we have a good market share in all 
offices, in all areas,” he says. “We have to 
make key hires and go step by step.”

Looking out towards the marketplace, 
the challenge remains differentiation. 
“Let’s face it, in every one of these mature 
markets there’s pressure to commodify our 
services,” he points out. “We have to keep 
working on differentiating ourselves and 
explaining what we bring to the table. The 
weakness in the market puts additional 
pressure on that.” 

GEI CONSULTANTS ADDS VALUE TO 
WATER RESOURCES, CLEANUP PROJECTS 
THROUGH ECOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Although it’s currently a very small 
part of the business at $70-million 
GEI Consultants Inc. (Woburn, 

MA), ecological sciences is a growing seg-
ment that’s pervading the firm’s historically 
more dominant practices in environmen-
tal remediation and water resources design 
and engineering. The fundamental reason 
for that growth is quite straightforward, ac-
cording to GEI President Frank Leathers: 
through its ecological sciences expertise, 
GEI is helping clients to better understand 
the environmental impacts of their proj-
ects and make design decisions that bal-
ance cost effectiveness with environmental 
protection.

The emerging environmental science 
expertise combines with historically strong 
geotechnical engineering roots to form a 
keel for GEI’s core business, which Leath-
ers characterizes as follows: environmental 
work, accounting for about 40% of reve-
nue and breaking down primarily into en-
vironmental cleanup and secondarily into 
permitting; and water resources, account-
ing for another 40% of revenue and en-
compassing anything to do with managing 
the raw water resource before it gets to the 
water treatment plant and after it exits the 
wastewater treatment plant. “Anything,” to 
Leathers, means surface and groundwater 
hydrology and hydraulics, water resource 
planning, dams, canals, levees, integrated 
surface and groundwater use, and, increas-
ingly, flood management and planning.

The ecological science business perhaps 
constitutes 5% of annual revenue but “is 
very important to us and growing in im-
portance,” Leathers tells EBJ. “It started 
out as aquatic ecology, focusing on the 
impact of development projects like min-
ing and industrial facilities on aquatic eco-
systems. We’ve expanded that into terres-
trial ecology and eco-toxicology, looking at 
how facilities and their discharges impact 
ecological systems.”

GEI has built the business around its 
acquisition four years ago of Denver-based 

Chadwick Ecological Consultants, which 
brought with it “a very strong ecologi-
cal testing laboratory,” says Leathers. The 
laboratory and the ecological sciences ex-
pertise surrounding it are helping clients 
make cleanup or water infrastructure de-
sign decisions using environmental data of 
much higher quality than in the past, he 
notes, and this is helping them reach re-
cords of decision with regulators that make 
more sense. 

“Now, instead of trusting your gut and 
just picking a number, you’ve got toxico-
logical data to help you figure out what’s 
acceptable, environmentally speaking,” 
Leathers explains. “We’ve been quite suc-
cessful in helping clients go to regulatory 
agencies and say, ‘here’s what the toxico-
logical data says.’ Based on that, they can 
often do less-expensive discharge treat-
ment or groundwater and soil treatment.” 
As a result, “the public is getting the level 
of restoration it wants, and the client is 
getting the flexibility it needs.... A num-
ber of our clients feel that the presumptive 
standards set by the regulators are too strict 
and require too much remediation,” he 
continues. “They look to us to establish a 
base of good science and good engineering 
to determine what standards would be ap-
propriate to protect the environment while 
allowing projects to move forward.”

The client base is responding quite 
positively to this value-added capability, 
Leathers affirms. That client base is heav-
ily industrial, but municipal clients are 
benefiting as well. “Municipal utilities face 
discharge limits, and they’re being pushed 
to do expensive upgrades when a differ-
ent, less-expensive approach would pro-
vide equal protection of the environment. 
That’s how we’re using a good understand-
ing of basic science and engineering to get 
to what I consider win-win solutions.”

BACK ON GROWTH TRACK
GEI Consultants, which today employs 

about 400 people at 20 offices throughout 


