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May 12, 2023 
 
 
Board of Education 
Fort Smith Public Schools  
Via Email 
 
 
Re: PEAK Innovation Center 
 
 
Dear Board Members: 
 
MSE/Halff firmly believes the PEAK Innovation Center is an important asset to the Fort Smith community 

and the surrounding area. We fully embrace its mission, and we want this facility to be a pillar of pride to 

you and its users. It has been our pleasure to be a part of the team that helped make this important project 

a reality! The benefit to our community will surely be felt for decades to come. 

 

The property on which the PEAK Innovation Center is located has some unique drainage challenges that 

were well known to us before construction began. Some of these have contributed to recent damages from 

record rainfall events. While there are several complicated factors that contributed to rising waters and 

subsequent damages at the PEAK facility, it is our concern that some have not been clearly articulated to 

the school board following these rainfall events. Halff has volunteered, on more than one occasion, to be 

allowed to present this information at previous School Board meetings, but our efforts were not successful. 

It is important to us that you have all the facts on this matter, so you can make informed decisions going 

forward.  

 

The most recent school board meeting held on April 24, 2023, again included discussions and commentary 

without Halff having the benefit of sharing critical information we feel is necessary for you to fully understand 

the progression of events and project details leading up to today. It is for these reasons that we have 

prepared the following narrative and timeline to better facilitate future discussions of this matter. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

The site of the PEAK Innovation Center was formerly known as the Hutcheson Shoe Warehouse until it 

was later purchased by Walmart Incorporated. Walmart expanded this site in 1985 to include several 

drainage channels through the site and to add storm drainage pipes in the same channel (See Exhibit A). 
In March of 2019, prior to MSE/Halff beginning site design for this project, Morrison-Shipley completed an 

aerial survey of the site that showed the 1985 improvements remained unchanged. (See Exhibit B.) 
 
 
TIMELINE 
 
The following Timeline has been assembled to document the sequence of events beginning with initial 

engineering contract discussions between Morrison-Shipley Engineers, Hoar Program Management 

(HPM), Corgan Architects (Corgan), and Fort Smith Public Schools (FSPS).  In November of 2021, Halff 

Associates purchased the assets of Morrison-Shipley Engineering, as referenced herein as MSE/Halff.   

 

2018-September 11:  Site Test Fit drawings were prepared by Corgan to conceptualize the site layout. 

This layout included the infilling of both loading docks to remove them. (See Exhibit C).  
 
(NOTE: Infilling of the East dock was later Value Engineered (VE’d) out by FSPS/HPM to save 
money.) 
 
2018-November 13:  Greg Shipley of MSE/Halff began discussions with Eric Horstman of Corgan regarding 

a contract for MSE/Halff to prepare civil plans for the proposed remodeled facility.  

 

2018-November 26: A formal proposal was sent to Eric Horstman at Corgan from Greg Shipley at 

MSE/Halff which included only the design of minor site grading near the building to facilitate localized 

drainage to the existing earthen channel. Improvements or changes to the existing earthen channel were 

excluded from MSE/Halff’s proposal as specifically directed by Eric Horstman at Corgan. Prior to 

MSE/Halff’s preparation of its proposal, Mr. Horstman told Mr. Shipley (paraphrased) the project budget 

was tight, so minimal funds would be used on site improvements. Please note in the proposal language 

that Halff clearly identified the drainage channel would remain “as-is” without improvement as specified by 

Corgan. (See Exhibit D).  The insignificant fee of $12,485 is reflective of the minimal scope and work 

expected to be completed by MSE/Halff.  This is also evident when compared to the vastly larger fees 

associated with the civil engineering work completed for improvements as SHS and NHS.   
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2018-November 27:  MSE/Halff received an email from Corgan with comments regarding the proposal 

provided on 11-26-2018. Corgan’s only comment was to add fees for Construction Administration. (See 
Exhibit E). No additional engineering services were requested or included in this proposal. 
 
2018-November 27:  MSE/Halff sent an email to Corgan expressing concerns that more extensive civil 

work might be necessary based on email conversations.  (See Exhibit F). 
 
2018-November 28:  MSE/Halff’s revised civil proposal to add Construction Phase Services on an “as 

requested” basis was sent from Greg Shipley to Eric Horstman at Corgan as requested. This added 

$2,480.00 for Construction Phase Services. NO CHANGES were made to the Civil Engineering fee which 

remained at $12,485. 

 
2019-January 14:  Subsequently, MSE/Halff was asked to provide surveying services for the project, and 

a revised Surveying proposal was sent to Jay Kirkpatrick (HPM). No additional Engineering services were 

requested or included in this Proposal. (See Exhibit G). 
 
2019-March:  Prior to beginning the design phase for this project, MSE/Halff completed an aerial survey of 

the site that showed the 1985 improvements unchanged since constructed.  
 

2019-June 13: Kickoff Meeting for Design Phase 
 

2020-Spring: Site demolition begins. 
 
2020-May 4: Water seeping upward through joints in the building slab was reported. Investigations, by 

others, revealed the absence of a vapor barrier under the 1985 building addition. (See Exhibit H.) 
 

2021-January: An underdrain system was installed in an attempt to reduce subsurface water migration 

under the slab. Later reports to MSE/Halff from FSPS indicated that these drains appear to be successful 

at limiting the movement of subsurface water under the building slab. (See Exhibit I). 
 

2021-September: Discussions began regarding the headwall design near the southeast corner of the 

building. Due to a miscommunication of scope by Corgan, the design of said headwall was never completed 

by Corgan’s structural engineering consultant. It was not included in MSE/Halff’s scope. (See Exhibit J). 
 

2021-October: Following discussions regarding design for the headwall replacement between Corgan and 

their structural engineering consultant, an alternate design was considered due to the anticipated cost of 
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the original design concept. As a result, MSE/Halff presented options, even though it was not in our scope, 

for concrete end section treatments to maintain the existing metal culvert under the existing driveway.  

(Exhibit K) 
 

2021-November 3:  MSE/Halff received an email from Corgan (Exhibit L1) with concerns over the cost for 

the proposed pipe-end treatment, (Exhibit K), along with an estimate for same from Turn Key Construction 

Management (Turn Key), the PEAK’s general contractor. (Exhibit L2) 
 

2021-December 5:  MSE/Halff received an email from Corgan regarding a request by FSPS staff to install 

two (2) 42-inch concrete storm drainage pipes in the existing open channel.  It was understood based on 

the discussion this was being explored to create a “safer” conditions for students. MSE/Halff did not approve 

this request. A meeting was requested for the following day to discuss our concerns. (See Exhibit M).  
 

2021-December 6th:  Travis Brisendine and Aaron St. Amant of MSE/Halff met with Mr. Shaffer (FSPS), 

Angie Stutsman (Corgan), and Graham Sharum (Childers Architect) to discuss two (2) remedial options 

that were suggested by FSPS, and one (1) possible solution presented by MSE/Halff. MSE/Halff expressed 

concerns at this meeting regarding the inadequacy of either of the two options suggested by FSPS. 

MSE/Halff expressed preference for the solution that proposed a concrete box culvert approximately sized 

at 9-foot wide and 8-foot tall based on current knowledge of site hydrology/hydraulics, without the benefit 

of a detailed study. Neither a detailed drainage study nor a fully engineered design was requested of 

MSE/Halff at that time. (See Exhibit N). 
 

2021-December/2022-January:   Despite concerns expressed by MSE/Halff in the December 6th meeting, 

and in a follow-up email, the two (2) 42-inch storm drainpipes were installed as shown on Exhibit O. 
MSE/Halff did not complete any design work before the two (2) 42-inch pipes were installed. 

 
2022-June 7:   MSE/Halff was notified by Mr. Shaffer that water had entered the building at various locations 

following significant rainfall events in the area. The original plans included a concrete trickle channel that 

was intended to be built along the north face of the building. The intent of this trickle channel is to improve 

the conveyance of surface drainage from that area due to the flat slopes present. During a site visit 

MSE/Halff noticed that the trickle channel had not been constructed. When inquired about, we were 

informed that this concrete channel may have been omitted as a cost savings item.     

 

2022-June 8:  MSE/Halff was contacted again by Mr. Shaffer who informed MSE/Halff that construction 

crews left plywood forms in place inside the drainage structure shown on Exhibit O. This appeared to be 

the primary cause of some of the building flooding that occurred on June 7th. 
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2022-June 9:  Mr. Shaffer requested MSE/Halff investigate the June 7th rain event to assist him with his 

presentation to the BOE during an upcoming meeting.      

 

2022 – June 27th:  MSE/Halff attended the regularly scheduled FSPS BOE meeting where Mr. Shaffer 

presented a timeline of events regarding the June 7th rainfall event. The BOE requested additional 

information as well as possible drainage solutions to mitigate future drainage issues.  Following the meeting, 

Mr. Shaffer requested MSE/Halff to prepare a formal presentation for the BOE regarding possible solutions.  

 

2022 – August 12th:  MSE/Halff met with Mr. Shaffer to develop a plan to present findings of the drainage 

analysis to the BOE during its next scheduled meeting. MSE/Halff left the meeting with the understanding 

it would be presenting, in full, four options along with associated background information to the BOE. 

 

2022-August 22nd:  MSE/Halff arrived at Mr. Shaffer’s office in advance of the BOE meeting to review the 

presentation. MSE/Halff prepared a detailed presentation that provided important background information 

related to the site drainage, as well as information related to the various options MSE/Halff had analyzed.  

This presentation was submitted to Mr. Shaffer prior to arrival, and it was understood by MSE/Halff that our 

presentation would be added to Mr. Shaffer’s own slides for our presentation purposes. Following our 

arrival, Mr. Shaffer informed MSE/Halff that he “trimmed down” our presentation to be more “concise.” The 

trimmed-out sections included the background information, leaving only the slides that contained our 

options for drainage improvement. We felt the information trimmed out was beneficial for the BOE to gain 

a full understanding of the site history as well as project timeline and construction.  

 

Mr. Shaffer led the presentation, and MSE/Halff presented on the possible drainage improvements. As 

expected, the BOE had many questions and concerns after the presentation. The BOE decided to table the 

item and requested additional information regarding the options and their efficacy before moving forward 

to select an option.   

 
2022-Fall: MSE/Halff was not asked to attend any further BOE meetings for the remainder of 2022. 

MSE/Halff understood that it was waiting for direction from Mr. Shaffer or Mr. Joseph Velasquez on how 

FSPS wanted to proceed regarding the options presented.  

 

2022-November: Mr. Shaffer informed MSE/Halff that FSPS had selected “option 4” to address the 

drainage issues. This option had an original cost opinion of approximately $1.1 million which included filling 

and reconstruction of the east parking lot, excavation of a detention pond, and miscellaneous drainage 

improvements in the area. The exhibit presented for this option is attached as Exhibit P.  
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In addition to improvements included in “option 4”, Mr. Shaffer requested additional parking lot expansion 

improvements be included for which an additional $300,000 was budgeted by FSPS for this addition. No 

consultation was requested from MSE/Halff regarding the cost of the additional parking. However, 

MSE/Halff expressed concern at this time that the $1.4 million budget may be insufficient to complete the 

proposed drainage improvements along with the requested additional parking.   

 

2022-December: MSE/Halff met with FSPS staff bi-weekly to finalize the scope for the chosen drainage 

improvements. MSE/Halff again expressed concerns that scope changes being requested could exceed 

the $1.4 million construction allocation.  

 

2023-Febuary 2nd: The proposal for the design of the drainage and parking lot improvements was executed 

and MSE/Halff’s design work began. Design progress was continuously discussed with FSPS 

representatives at bi-weekly meetings. 

 

2023 March 15th: During one of the Bi-weekly meetings, Nabholz Construction (The CM selected for the 

project by FSPS) presented their preliminary pricing estimate based upon 60% plans created by MSE/Halff. 

The total estimate submitted by Nabholz was approximately $3.3 million. Allen Deaver with MSE/Halff 

asked Mr. Shaffer if the scope should be scaled back to bring the project back into budget, but we were 

instructed to continue as planned and that the project could be phased and constructed as the district had 

the funds.  

 

2023-March 24th: PEAK experienced another significant rain event. MSE/Halff representatives arrived on 

site at 8:45 a.m. to investigate the conditions following the event. Shawn Shaffer and representatives from 

Nabholz arrived on site shortly after to tour the facility and surrounding site to assess any potential flood-

related damage. Mr. Shaffer reported that water entered the facility through joints in the floor slab and from 

several locations near the roof. It appeared that no storm water entered the building due to ponding water 

outside the building, however, significant ponding was present in the northeast parking lot.      

 

While on site, MSE/Halff expressed to Mr. Shaffer that the installation of the two (2) 42-inch pipes could be 

aggravating drainage at the site and recommended removing them as soon as possible. Mr. Shaffer agreed.  

 

2023-April: Nabholz prepared an updated cost estimate based upon 90% plans of the full build out (option 

4, plus the additional parking) as submitted by MSE/Halff. Nabholz’s new estimate was $3.9 million.  

 



 

 
 
 

7 
 

2023-April 24th: MSE/Halff attended the regularly scheduled BOE meeting where Mr. Shaffer presented 

the timeline of events for the March 24th storm event to the BOE. Mr. Velasquez presented an overview of 

the design plans and the associated cost estimate from Nabholz. The item was tabled due to budget 

concerns.   

 

CONCLUSION 
It is our belief that important information regarding MSE/Halff’s 4.5-year involvement in the PEAK project 

has not been fully presented to the BOE. MSE/Halff was not hired as a drainage consultant nor tasked with 

drainage design until this year. Furthermore, FSPS budget constraints as well as project timelines led to 

alternative drainage remedies that were not recommended by MSE/Halff. We hope the narrative above 

along with the attached exhibits provide clarity and help give context to how our role in this project has 

evolved. 

 

MSE/Halff representatives will attend the board meeting on May 22nd to answer questions. We request the 

opportunity to provide a short presentation summarizing the above-described timeline. We can either 

present this information during the PEAK project discussion or the Citizens forum, if needed. We are 

providing this information to each of you directly, in advance of the May meeting, in hope that you have 

adequate time to review and prepare questions prior to the meeting. We look forward to a collaborative 

discussion and hope to better understand and address your concerns. 

 

Respectfully, 
Halff Associates, Inc. (formerly Morrison-Shipley Engineers, Inc.) 
 

 

        

Travis Brisendine, P.E. 

Vice President & Fort Smith Operations Manager 
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EXHIBIT A 

 
 
 

EXHIBIT B 
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EXHIBIT C 
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EXHIBIT D 
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EXHIBIT D (CONTINUED) 
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EXHIBIT D (CONTINUED) 
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EXHIBIT D (CONTINUED) 
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EXHIBIT E 

 
 
 

EXHIBIT F 
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EXHIBIT G 
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EXHIBIT G (Continued) 
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EXHIBIT H 
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EXHIBIT I 
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EXHIBIT J 

 
 

EXHIBIT K 
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EXHIBIT L1 
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EXHIBIT L2 
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EXHIBIT M 
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EXHIBIT N 
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EXHIBIT O 

 
 

EXHIBIT P 

 

Blocked Drainage Structure 


