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Abstract 

Execution of successful construction projects involve knowledge and experience in means, methods, codes, 

regulations and business practices. These elements vary in international settings. Foreign United States 

(US) Government construction increases complexity as it encompasses both local nation and US facets. The 

requirement for employees to return to the US from foreign assignments after five years compounds the 

challenges as the pool of experience is continually drained. The importance and effectiveness of developing 

a usable training guide to capture institutional knowledge for incoming personnel was studied for content, 

format and if current employees would be receptive to using such a tool. The SMARTbook platform was 

analyzed to see if it would be an executable format for US foreign construction subjects. This study focused 

on The US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) Japan Engineering District (JED), employees were surveyed on 

their opinions on content and interest. The feedback provided the overall contact structure for a JED based 

SMARTbook. Employees’ responsiveness to a guidebook was a resounding yes with caveats of 

apprehension that another large doctrinal type document would be circulated.            
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1. Introduction 

Building in a foreign country on American (US) bases poses very unique challenges on standards and 

methods spanning all facets of project development and execution. A majority of materials and labor are 

from the local market. There is considerable rotation of government staff in overseas positions due to the 

5-year rule. Even an experienced engineer has a considerable learning curve when working with foreign 

partners. That curve may be significantly shortened if there was an engineering focused smartbook for 

USACE employees.    

The US government uses a range of “SMARTbooks” to familiarize personnel when they are going to be 

working in a foreign country or in a specific field. Foreign country specific books cover geography, cultural 

norms, wildlife, weather and other key elements that define a country’s identity. Some of the specialty field 

literature are disaster response, foreign training, advise & assist, and country culture guides of US 

government operations. The format and logistics for SMARTbook use are already within the government 

system. That SMARTbook format should be transposed into usable country specific construction guidance 

for US forces in international environments.     

The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) conducts a significant amount of construction in foreign 

countries. Specifically in Japan, they are responsible for all construction on the 23 military bases in Japan 

[1]. Because a majority of the work is on US bases, there are US codes to follow – most of the time. 

Dependent on the type of construction, Japanese codes are sometimes followed. Additionally, because of 
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logistical and maintenance challenges “equivalent” means methods and materials may be used. There are 

instances when the specification would normally call for US standards, but there are often Japanese 

standards that can be substituted. For example, a typical US contract may require a material to meet an 

American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) standard. If working with Japanese materials, meeting 

that certification is not reasonable. Therefore, contracts generally allow materials that meet Japanese 

Industrial Standards (JIS). Knowing how to employ these alternative practices is often unknown to the 

heavily rotated staff. There are also “host nation” projects which are funded by the Government of Japan, 

wherein US codes are not followed at all. This is just a small sample of the unknown challenges a US 

Government employee faces when executing construction projects abroad.  

Currently, there is no centralized location whether in onboarding packets, unit website or office reference 

materials for employees to understand the specific construction challenges inherent to the nation they are 

working in, in this case Japan. It appears, the way people learn what items they need to focus on are when 

modifications are necessary and this occurs too late. There is an onboarding process for new hires but that 

is mainly setting up desks, email accounts and generic cultural and geographic factoids. There is little 

guidance a new employee to Japan Engineering District (JED) would even know to ask questions about with 

regards to construction in Japan.       

The Department of Defense has already identified the need for “SMARTbooks” – basic travel guides to new 

environments and operational standards.   

 “SMARTbooks: Reference Essentials for the Instruments of National Power (D-I-M-E: 

Diplomatic, Informational, Military, Economic)! Recognized as a “whole of government” 

doctrinal reference standard by military, national security and government professionals 

around the world, SMARTbooks comprise a comprehensive professional library designed 

with all levels of Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, Marines and Civilians in mind. SMARTbooks can 

be used as quick reference guides during actual operations, as study guides at education 

and professional development courses, and as lesson plans and checklists in support of 

training [2].” 

This platform already integrated into the Department of Defense. The government purchases SMARTbooks 

developed in the private sector and create their own. Army branches create “smartbooks” for initial training 

for that specific field [3]. There is even a smartbook on how to properly employ military doctrine [4]. The 

idea to create smartbooks to assist Department of Defense assets abroad would not be out of scope for 

the military’s mission.  

2. Literature Review 

Individual governmental entities have created their own smartbooks. These can range from government 

agency publications down to the tactical military unit. The smartbooks surveyed exist to serve one of two 

purposes: to familiarize new personnel to the mission or to provide a single source collection for multiple 

references. The CIA has developed a “WORLD FACTBOOK” [5] that encompasses global regions, countries 

and comparisons. US Army Headquarters used the smartbook format to explain the relevance and 

hierarchy of its multitude of Joint Publications (JP), Army Doctrine Publications (ADP) and Field Manuals (FM) 

[4].  The Combined Arms Center created a smartbook to “exploit lessons and best practices from numerous 

warfighter exercises, experiments, and named operations in order to empower division commanders and 

their staffs to learn from others [6].” The Army’s Chaplains Corps produced a smartbook to assist incoming 

officers [3].  

There is a wide range of individually published “smartbooks.” When the need arises for a centralized 

reference for mission familiarization, a smartbook is developed. In order to develop a consistent series that 

would be adaptable to the different sovereignties the US government operates in, a tested format should 

be employed for ease of transition and familiarity to the end users. For this reason, the official 

“SMARTbooks” publications will be used as the model for development.      
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The breadth and depth of these tools are as varied as the subject matters. Using the SMARTbook format, 

they are anywhere between 100-300 pages. They begin with NOTES TO READER; which is a basic 

introduction of the scope of the SMARTbook. Definition of key terms follow and documents the references 

used in the development of the SMARTbook. This is where all the regulations, codes and doctrinal 

publications are credited. After this publication orientation is the table of contents which enumerate 5-10 

chapters. Each chapter is broken up into anywhere from 5-25 subheadings. It is common to have three or 

four subheadings on the same page. This detailed table of contents allows for quicker reference use. 

The JED Fact Sheet is the only Japan construction-oriented document distributed to new employees. It is a 

two-page PDF that discusses the history of the organization, the area of operation and the basic mission. 

The only guidance that indicates a difference of mission from US based missions is as follows: 

“The Japan District differs from most stateside districts in two respects. First, it does not 

have a “civil works” mission, i.e., congressionally-funded projects and programs such as 

flood control, dredging, hydroelectric power, and wetlands regulation. Second, the district 

has a Host Nation Construction program, mostly funded by the Government of Japan, which 

provides the majority of work for the district. Host Nation projects are designed and 

constructed in collaboration with the Japanese government. The district provides 

coordination, facilitation, and oversight to ensure that the facilities meet U.S. life safety and 

operational criteria. [7]”  

Although it does mention “Host Nation” projects, it does not explain what those are, what effects they have 

on construction norms compared to the US, nor the differences in US funded military construction 

(MILCON) projects within Japan.    

The US Army Japan (USARJ) website is used to orient new staff to being stationed in Japan [8]. It includes 

information on Japanese customs, geography, US forces presence, driving tips, disaster preparedness and 

links to local US media publications. There is no USACE specific information nor assistance in addressing 

challenges in construction overseas. As most international private sector work does not need to encompass 

US standards in construction, no trade documentation would address the specific challenges the DoD faces 

with construction on foreign soil. 

3. Research Methodology 

The current employees of JED were surveyed to find if they believed there was a gap in their ability to 

perform because of unknown differences in construction in a foreign environment. The disciplines and 

subject areas were quarried. The creator of the SMARTbook publication series was interviewed and the 

focus of the JED commander were used in conducting research.   

A 12-question survey was distributed via email link. It was divided into two branches: one for the American 

and one for the Japanese employees. This was to differentiate those that rotate regularly and would be the 

target audience of the SMARTbook from those that have longevity with the organization and bear witness 

to the assimilation patterns of incoming staff.  

The intent of the survey was to answer the key question of interest of the target audience. Questions were 

also included to help develop the scope of the SMARTbook subjects. Of the 412 employees of JED, 127 

responded to the survey. This size of response achieves a 99% confidence level with an interval of 10, 

producing reliable response assessments.     

The developer of SMARTbooks, Mr. Norman Wade was interviewed to understand the reasoning behind 

SMARTbook development and if it would be a transferable tool for the subject of foreign construction [9]. 

Interview questions were formed to answer key questions on SMARTbook format and depth. The 

Commander of JED, COL Thomas Verell, recently addressed challenges facing US construction in Japan at 

the Bilateral Senior Engineer Conference. His talking points such as current local construction market 

challenges and insights on Japanese contractors’ avoidance triggers for US contracted work were 

encompassed in the SMARTbook formulation [10].   
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4. Results and Discussion 

The key element in developing a useful tool is to understand the demand and needs. In the survey of JED 

personnel, identifying the background of potential users as well as data gaps they identify are critical for 

product development. Firstly, understanding the framework of survey responders is essential for proper 

evaluation. As overseas government assignments have high turnover rates and restrictions on extended 

assignments, it was important to evaluate the experience with Japanese construction. Most responders 

have over five years of experience. However, only about a third of US personnel have that level of expertise. 

The bulk of experience working with JED is with the Master Labor Contract (MLC) personnel. The bulk of US 

responders only worked 2-5 years in Japan.   

The US personnel surveyed had significant experience working in other foreign environments. Almost all 

respondents (including the MLCs) state their daily duties are impact by differences in foreign effects, 

whether US personnel acclimatizing to Japanese requirements or Japanese personnel working within the 

US government system. When asked on how current standards of training and onboarding, the most 

common response was “moderately well”, but more personnel believed did not prepare them properly than 

those who had confidence is a well-developed training program. Most personnel are not even aware of 

what a SMARTbook are let alone its benefits. When a simple description of what a SMARTbook 

encompasses, a resounding majority believe it would facilitate mission success. The responders that 

disagreed with SMARTbook deployment stated concerns of “long winded” doctrinal government 

encyclopedia – which is what the SMARTbook format attempts to sift through to make a usable quick 

reference guide. The disciplines identified by responders’ echoes the general staffing levels for the makeup 

of JED staff. The areas personnel believe would be most helpful to be included in a guide are subjects that 

reference scattered information or 1000+ pages of doctrine and regulations (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Helpful JED orientation material ranked by response rate 
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The next step in SMARTbook development would be in the hands of JED leadership. Time and ultimately 

funding would be required to populate the framework with current and accurate data. Participation from 

current subject matter experts would be required in order to ensure current market and standard 

operating procedures are capture within the SMARTbook framework. The interest and need from the end 

users is there as shown from the survey results. These findings will be disseminate with JED leadership. The 

decision for further development and cost effectiveness of distribution would come from JED command. 
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