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Seeking New Directions By 

When Mansour Aliabadi was forced to flee his native Iran in 
1979 at the onset of its Islamic Revolution, he had a civil engineer-
ing degree, public- and private-sector construction experience 
and an early inkling that construction management, then an 
emerging discipline, might be the wave of the future. More than 
three decades later, Aliabadi has steered the growth of Vanir Con-

ploys about 90% of its total 350-person 
staff.

Aliabadi also is a former president of 
the Construction Management Associa-
tion of America and was an early propo-
nent of CM certification, which he and 
other proponents say has elevated the dis-
cipline’s image and boosted its impact for 
practitioners, employers and clients. 
CMAA says 1,345 practitioners have 
earned the designation since the program 
was launched in 1995. Forty-five Vanir 
employees are CM-certified, the most 
among industry firms, its officials say. 

Aliabadi’s journey brought him to 
Houston and a job with CM Inc., a spinoff 
of CRS (later CRS Sirrine) that was 
formed to practice “pure” CM, says 
Chuck Thomsen, its founder and a long-
time advocate. At that time, construction 
management was an emerging industry 

struction Management Inc. and its parent 
company from a local minority business 
into a global competitor, while raising 
practice standards for CM professionals 
in his firm and others.  

Sacramento, Calif.-based Vanir, where 
Aliabadi has been president and CEO 
since 1992, ranks 27th on ENR’s list of 
the Top 100 Construction Management-
for-Fee Firms, with $67.2 million in 2009 
revenue. The firm now is the juggernaut 
of the Vanir Group of Cos., built around  
a development unit that was the firm’s 
base when founded in 1964 as a minority-
owned business by Frank Dominguez. 

Vanir businesses now comprise CM 
and program management, construction, 
commercial brokerage and, most recently, 
alternative-energy development. Officials 
decline to release total group revenue, but 
Aliabadi says the CM business unit em-

Raising 
the Bar 
on CM 
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born of the incentive to expedite project 
completion and beat rampant cost infla-
tion. The company “was a bunch of young 
people, growing fast and making money, 
and an exciting place to work,” says 
Thomsen. “Mansour had a vision for 
where the industry was heading.” Adds 
Another CM Inc. veteran who co-founded 
the Vanir CM unit and was its first presi-
dent, Don Russell, says, “It was like grad-
uate school.” He is now a firm director.

The outlook for CM’s future led Rus-
sell and Aliabadi to California just as CM 
Inc. was sold to Jacobs Engineering 
Group Inc. and work ramped up for the 
1984 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles. 
The value of adding a CM unit to a devel-
oper with minority business status was 
clear. Vanir Group founder Dominguez, 
who died in 2004, may have been clair-
voyant in choosing the company’s name 
20 years earlier. According to one transla-
tion, “Vanir” were ancient Norse gods 
“associated with fertility, wisdom and the 
ability to see the future.” 

Moving Up
Vanir started with large government 
prison contracts and then geared up for 
the wave of school construction in the 
1990s. Aliabadi became the CM unit’s 
CEO in 1992, replaced as executive vice 
president and corporate director of op-
erations by another CM Inc. alumnus, 
Mani Subramanian. The CM business 
now provides services for more than $10 
billion in construction projects, officials 
say, and has grown to 15 offices across the 
country as well as in Dubai.

The hundreds of school-district clients 
Vanir has served include Los Angeles, still 
in the midst of a $20-billion expansion 
and modernization of its buildings. Neil 
Gamble, director of facilities construction 
for the Los Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict (LAUSD), says, in the past, it has 
used construction management compa-
nies such as Vanir to augment in-house 
staff because they have specific expertise. 
Last month, however, LAUSD began a 
new “agency CM” program that will con-

HANDS ON CEO Aliabadi at the site of the Califor-
nia grid operator’s HQ project, where Vanir is CM.  

Vanir Construction Management Inc.  and CEO Mansour Aliabadi 
elevate the parent firm’s growth and the profession’s image
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tract out for all construction management 
at each school site. “They are there to 
make sure the contractor is building what 
we paid for,” Gamble says.

Aliabadi says, “Schools are great can-
didates for construction management be-
cause students come on the first day of 
school whether the building is ready or 
not. There are huge consequences for a 
project missing deadline.” 

He also points to the $314-million 
Coalinga State Hospital project in Coal-
inga, Calif., as an example of how CM use 
enabled project participants to meet end 
users’ needs. With both medical and se-
curity issues, the facility had conflicting 
patient and staff issues, as well as NIMBY 
problems. Aliabadi says the 1.2-million-
sq-ft project, finished in 2005, was deliv-
ered on time with no claims, and that 
change-order management is credited 
with saving $3 million.

Infrastructure projects are often good 
candidates for CM, Aliabadi adds, because 
their technology may be more complex 
and the projects large. Vanir has managed 
construction of wastewater treatment 
plants for large cities such as San Diego 
as well as for small facilities at prisons. 

The firm was CM on the $29-million 
Brightwater marine outfall project in 
King County, Wash., completed in 2008,  
which is part of an ongoing $1.2-billion 
wastewater upgrade. The project, at 650 
ft below the surface of Puget Sound, is 
one of the world’s deepest outfalls. 

Work was completed 22.5 months be-
fore the contracted completion date and 
came in $8 million under budget, officials 
say. Use of innovative techniques pro-
vided additional seismic protection and 
cut costs and time, winning the project a 
number of industry awards last year. “A 
constructability review easily can result in 

savings three to five times more than the 
cost of the review,” Aliabadi  says. “We 
bring all the major subcontractors to-
gether in a cooperative environment,” he 
adds. “It doesn’t eliminate problems, but 
it helps to prioritize and solve them  with-
out impacting the schedule and budget.”

Certifying Managers
As Vanir CEO, Aliabadi is devoting more 
time to team-building and elevating stan-
dards of practice in CM. Long active in 
CMAA and its president in 2003, Aliabadi 
has been outspoken in his push to estab-
lish and expand a certification standard. 
“If we don’t create a measurement, some-
one else will,” Aliabadi says. 

The certification process developed 
by CMAA through its Construction 
Manager Certification Institute can be 
rigorous. Qualification alone usually 
takes six months. It requires proof of ex-
perience and also includes testing on 
principles and ethics. 

“Mansour understood leadership,” 
says Bruce D’Agostino, CMAA president 
and CEO. “If he wanted his folks to be 
CM-certified, he’d have to do it first.” 
And Aliabadi did, with some trepidation. 
“I was taking [the course] with some of 
the younger guys in the company, and I 
was worried that they would get their cer-
tificate and, after 30 years in the business, 
I would fail. Luckily, I passed,” he says.

Dorene C. Dominguez, daughter of 
Vanir Group founder Frank Dominguez 
and its current chairman, credits Aliabadi’s 
certification push. “Vanir’s success is di-
rectly attributable to the professional de-
velopment of our dedicated construction 
management staff, including our commit-
ment to the [certification] program,”  she 
says.

Aliabadi is also lobbying state legisla-
tors to require the CM designation on 
public projects. “It’s a chicken-and-egg 
case where there needs to be enough cer-
tified CMs to allow for competitive bid-
ding, but people won’t go through the 
process until it is required,” he says. So 
far, only Idaho has made the requirement 
law, according to Aliabadi. But while the 
mandate is not on the books in California, 
most public requests for proposals now 
give a preference to bidders who indicate 
they will use certified managers (see re-
lated story, next page). 
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award-winning Vanir CM managed construction of a $29-million deep outfall into Puget Sound, the 
technical innovations and management of which won the project numerous industry awards last year.

— don russell, vanir director

We were successful because 
we were good at looking ahead 

to where the market was going.
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With many private-sector projects on 
hold and public-sector work slowed and 
besieged by competitors, Vanir has felt the 
repercussions in its development business 
and overall growth. Aliabadi says a 20% 
growth rate in 2008 is likely to decrease 
to 5% this year.

Looking Ahead
But the company hopes still to make the 
case for its services. “In tough economic 
times, clients are looking to cut every-
where they can, but savvy owners—espe-
cially those who have been hurt before by 
low bids that didn’t work out—understand 
the importance of investing in CM for 
greater savings later on budget and sched-
ule,” Aliabadi says. 

Vanir currently is overseeing the 
$160-million, design-build project for a  
new headquarters building in Folsom, Ca-
lif., for the California Independent Sys-
tem Operator, the state’s nonprofit whole-
sale power grid. The project, which seeks 
a LEED-certified Gold rating and in-
cludes enhanced security, is on track for 
an early 2011 completion—ahead of 
schedule—according to Aliabadi.  

The company also is venturing into 
new arenas. In 2008, it won a $12-million 
contract, which had stiff competition, to 
oversee a $300-million hospital project in 
Saudi Arabia. “Some things are very dif-

ferent in a country like Saudi Arabia,” 
Aliabadi says. “There are cultural issues, 
contractual issues, and the laws are differ-
ent. But the basics of how to build and 
keep a team together are the same.”  

While some competitors wonder if 
Vanir’s price will hold, Aliabadi says the 
owner was satisfied after visiting the firm’s 
U.S. clients. “We currently are marketing 
for a  hospital in Abu Dhabi and plan to 
do more work there,” says Russell. “That 
is where the money is.” 

Vanir Group’s 2008 purchase of a 
North Carolina solar energy developer 
also is expected to boost the parent’s Vanir 
Energy LLC unit and offer more oppor-
tunities for Vanir CM, its sister company. 
Charlotte-based utility Duke Energy an-
nounced last fall that it would buy “green 
energy” credits from Vanir Energy to pro-
duce hot water as well as heat and cool 
buildings.  

Aliabadi says he plans to stay in his 
post at least another seven years, but un-
der a formal company succession plan,  
two executives now are being groomed for 
new roles.

The future of CM is very strong, Rus-
sell contends. “Program management in 
particular can deliver terrific economies 
of scale, and standardization can save a lot 
of money,” he says. n

With Debra K. Rubin
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W ith competition stiffer, particu-
larly on federal and other public-
sector projects, the Construction 

Management Association of America is 
banking on more firms opting to use con-
struction management certification as a 
competitive edge. CMAA reports an 18% 
gain since mid-2009 in the number of man-
agers who have become certified and claims 
more owners are specifying it in procure-
ments and having their own staffers achieve 
the credential. 

Much of the certification gain has come 
this year, says John McKeon, a CMAA 
spokesman. He says that, by the end of 
March, the association’s Construction Man-
ager Certification Institute “was already 
more than halfway to its full-year goal for 
new applications.” According to McKeon,  
the number of new visitors to the certifica-
tion page of CMAA’s website rose 47% in 
April and May. 

The association’s quarterly online “webi-
nar,” which typically attracted “a dozen or 
so” participants, posted more than 220 this 
past quarter, says McKeon. He anticipates 
that a new CMAA alliance with the Con-
struction Industry Institute, an Austin, Texas-
based research group with industrial owner 
and contractor members, “is going to push 
this trend even more.” According to CMAA, 
companies such as Procter & Gamble, Tar-
get and Southern Cos. “have been express-
ing a lot of interest in certification.”

Federal agencies such as the General 
Services Administration  and the Army Corps 
of Engineers are zeroing in on certification’s 
“responsible-in-charge experience,” says 
CMAA President Bruce D’Agostino. In a June 
7 announcement, the association says the 
U.S. State Dept.’s Office of Building Opera-
tions (OBO) and the Virginia Dept. of Trans-
portation are among new members that will 
send employees to be certified. OBO man-
ager Daniel Hogan says the office aims to 
have all its professional construction man-
agers do so. 

By Debra K. Rubin

CM Certification Rocks 
As a Competitive Edge   

SUNNY FUTURE? Vanir CM now has a North Carolina-based sister firm that is involved in renewable-
energy development and that could generate new construction management opportunities.
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