
 Q: What are your respon-
sibilities as heavy-lift 
division manager for Becht 
Engineering?
 The Becht heavy-lift division pro-
vides consulting and design services for 
the lifting and transporting of process 
equipment, machinery, and vessels for 
the chemical, refining, nuclear indus-
tries. Our core business is providing 
third party, independent review and 
field oversight of engineered lift plans. 
 Our reviews of engineered lift 
plans consider every part of a lift, 
from ground bearing analysis, through 
crane configuration, clearances to 
obstructions, rigging analysis, and 
points of attachment, such as lift lugs 
and trunnions. 
 Once a lift goes to execution phase, 
we provide highly experienced field 
advisors to assure the approved plan 
is followed carefully. We also provide 
heavy transport oversight, crane pol-
icy updates to help clients comply with 

regulations, and expert witness work 
on high-profile crane-related cases. 
 I like to think Becht is a one-stop 
shop for crane consulting. I currently 
oversee all of the above plus lift feasi-
bility studies.

Q: How long have you been 
in your position at Becht? 
 I have been the heavy lift division 
manager for nearly a decade now. I 
started with Becht as a crane and rig-
ging field advisor, then was promoted 
to division manager after my boss and 
dear friend Bob Jester passed away.

Q: What is your related 
education and training?
 I attended Texas State Technical 
College, Waco, Texas, for welding 
technology, and I also took some 
mathematics, physics, and engineering 
courses at San Antonio College in San 
Antonio. Most of my experience has 
come from on-the-job training.

Q: How did you get started in 
the lifting industry?
 I started my career as a certified 
welder in the Beaumont, Texas, ship-
yard, building semi-submersible and 
jack-up drilling rigs. On the job, I 
became fascinated by the large cranes 
and heavy lifts. After three years, I 
left the shipyard and began welding 
as an ironworker on a 700-megawatt, 
coal-burning power plant. The iron-
workers union trained me on cranes, 
rigging, and structural steel erection.

Q: Can you give a quick 
synopsis of your career 
experience and highlights?
 I have worked in several craft and 
supervisor roles. Past positions include 
certified welder/fabricator, ironworker, 
boilermaker, crane erection specialist, 
crane mechanical technician, and cer-
tified operator for five types of cranes. 
I worked as a mid-level supervisor in 
all of those positions. 
 Fifteen years as the crane depart-
ment manager overseeing a fleet of 
some 300 cranes at Zachry and vol-
unteer work for NCCCO, NCCER, 
and C-DAC prepared me for my cur-
rent role as Becht’s heavy-lift division 
manager. 
 Both Zachry and Becht have given 
me the privilege of working in many 
countries around the world. I enjoy 
experiencing different cultures. But 
my dream come true is having the 
privilege of working with the world’s 
largest cranes and heaviest lifts.

A Watchful Eye Who 
Lifts the Industry
Whether reviewing lift plans, 
overseeing lifts, or educating,  
Joe Collins uses his experience 
to help improve the industry. 
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Joe Collins

J oe Collins’ love of cranes and lifting has powered his 45-year career from 
welder to crane fleet manager and world-recognized heavy-lifting expert.  
   His lifetime of experience includes nine years and counting as manager of 

Becht Engineering’s heavy-lift division, as well as 15 years as Zachry Construction 
Corporation’s manager of lifting operations and crane fleet. Collins has also 
served as vice president and board member for the National Commission for 
the Certification of Crane Operators (NCCCO), and as a member of OSHA’s 
Cranes and Derricks Advisory Committee (C-DAC). Collins’ work with C-DAC 
led Engineering News-Record to name him one of its top 25 newsmakers in 2011.
 Collins will present two seminars about heavy lifting during the ConExpo- 
Con/Agg trade show in Las Vegas, March 14-20, 2020.
 He recently talked exclusively with Crane Hot Line editor-in-chief Mike Larson 
about his (Collins’) career and some of the issues facing the industry. 

Q: You were vice president of 
the NCCCO for three years. 
Tell us about the work you 
did there.
 I was a volunteer for NCCCO for 
many years. Throughout that period, 
I served as a subject matter expert for 
exam development and as a commis-
sioner. Later, I was elected to the board 
of directors and subsequently to vice 
president. 

Q: How has heavy lift 
planning and rigging 
changed during your tenure 
in the industry?
 The industry is moving toward 
transporting and lifting larger and 
heavier loads. That results in faster 
field erection and minimizes craft peo-
ple having to work at height. 
 To meet the need for bigger lifts, the 
industry has developed super cranes 
and high-tech rigging gear. 
 In my early years, a crane with a 
300-ton capacity Manitowoc Ringer 
attachment seemed very large. Now we 
see land-based cranes with capacities 
from 1,000 to 7,500 tons.

Q: How do you think it will 
change in the next five to  
10 years?
 I believe that alternate lifting sys-
tems will continue to be developed. 
We are already seeing complex, high 
capacity gantry and jacking systems.
 One company has even developed a 
heavy lift crane that can be erected ver-
tically, so it can be used in very small 
areas, eliminating having to build 
boom horizontally, in the air, over pipe 
racks and other obstructions. 
 Becht is excited to be involved with 
the first assignment of the prototype of 
that crane in Port Arthur, Texas. 

Q: What are the keys 
to success in heavy-lift 
management?
 One has to pay attention to every 
detail in the planning and execution of 
a lift. Even the smallest discrepancies 
matter. They can have a big effect.
 Major crane accidents typically 
happen when a string of small issues 
aligns to create a massive failure. Don’t 

assume anything! Check everything 
again and again. Then have someone 
else check it. Correct every discrepancy 
regardless of how small or seemingly 
insignificant.

Q: What is the greatest 
challenge in your work?
 The biggest challenge is to assure 
correctness in all areas of our opera-
tions. As the third-party reviewer, we 
are the last stop to discover any flaws 
in the plan, and ultimately, prevent 
accidents and minimize unnecessary 
cost to a project.

Q: What in your work 
gives you the greatest 
satisfaction?
 I tell my staff that we are in the 
business of saving lives. Our third-
party reviews and field oversight help 
prevent accidents, thereby saving lives.
 The crane contractors we work 
with are very professional and experts 
in what they do. However, our reviews 
almost always identify discrepancies in 
the plan. They are usually minor, but 
as I said earlier, small things can line 
up and result in disaster. 

Q: What technological 
advancements do you think 
will have the largest effect 
on cranes and heavy lifting 
in the next five to 10 years?
 Advancements are being rolled out 
almost every quarter. Larger cranes 
tend to produce higher ground pres-
sures. That often requires massive 
foundations at tremendous cost. 
 To help address that need, crane 
manufactures are developing designs 
that minimize ground pressure. Also,  
geotechnical engineers continue to 
develop ground improvements that are 
more sophisticated and cost effective. 
 In addition, the industry is seeing 
recent efforts to develop a crane foun-
dation standard. 
 At the same time, crane manufac-
turers are designing more innovative 
transport and erection methods. 
 I am also certain that cranes will 
continue to get bigger, offer higher 
capacities, and raise longer booms.
 I recently read an article about a 

10,000-metric-ton (11,000-U.S.-ton) 
capacity land-based crane that is now 
in development. 

Q: What do you like to do 
when you aren’t working?
 My wife and I are rosarians. We 
grow and care for more than 100 rose 
bushes in our yard. We are members 
of the American Rose Society and 
exhibit competitively in local, district, 
and national shows. My favorite is the 
large hybrid tea variety.

Q: If you weren’t in this 
career, what would you  
be doing?
 Cranes and rigging are my lifelong 
passion. It is difficult to imagine doing 
anything else. I am fortunate to have 
been following the same dream from 
my teens on. 

Q: What inspires you to give 
back to the industry?
 During my early years in the busi-
ness, I was mentored by some highly 
skilled people in the crafts and man-
agement. I owe my work ethic and 
success to those awesome folks. 
 I’ve always treasured that, so at this 
point in my career, I like giving some-
thing back. 
 I regularly mentor my staff and 
present crane and rigging safety lec-
tures all across the country. I am 
honored to have presented at sev-
eral American Fuel and Petroleum 
Association (AFPM) events, at four 
Con-Expos, at Specialized Carriers and 
Rigging Association (SC&RA) confer-
ences, at the National Commission for 
the Certification of Crane Operators 
(NCCCO), a t  the  Rice  Global 
Engineering & Construction Forum, 
and many other conferences. 
 At each presentation, I see industry 
professionals who are hungry for knowl-
edge. It is very satisfying to help educate 
the dedicated men and women who will 
carry this industry into the future.
 Editor’s note: At ConExpo-Con/
Agg in March 2020, Collins will give 
presentations about two topics. The 
first is “How to Manage a Crane 
Accident.” The second is “Managing 
Crane Ground Bearing Pressures.” 


