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2017-2018 ANNUAL REPORT 
University of Southern California Student 
Chapter  
of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute 
Report Date: May 1, 2018 

This report summarizes the membership and activities conducted by the University of Southern California 
Student Chapter of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute during the 2017-2018 academic year. 

MISSION & GOALS 

The USC EERI Student Chapter is an extension of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute with the purpose of providing 
students opportunities for networking and research collaboration. The USC EERI Student Chapter also aims to help students 
stay up to date with the latest developments in the areas of earthquake and related civil engineering, and spark 
enthusiasm within fellow students and faculty from different departments. Our members are encouraged to further develop 
leadership and interpersonal skills, expand their practical experience, and receive valuable networking opportunities with 
recognized professionals of the earthquake engineering fields.  
       
The objective of the EERI USC Student Chapter is to promote the study and practice of earthquake engineering, science, 
planning and policy, by improving inter-disciplinary communication and raising community awareness about the dangers 
of earthquakes and methods to mitigate their effects. 
 
Our Goals are: 
- To host seminars of earthquake engineering experts and related fields 
- To host annual EERI Visiting Professional 
- To increase the number of active student members 
- To create outreach partnerships with local secondary schools 

MEMBERSHIP 

The University of Southern California Student Chapter had a total of 18 members in 2017-2018. 

OFFICERS 

The Board consisted of the following members: 

Role Name EERI Member 
Number 

Email Student Status 

President Felipe 
Hernandez 

 fdhernan@usc.edu Undergraduate 
student 

Vice 
President 

Steve Pokwo  pokwotch@usc.edu Undergraduate 
student 

Treasurer Rami Tarazi  tarazi@usc.edu Undergraduate 
student 

Co-Captain Alexander 
Huerta  huertaa@usc.edu Undergraduate 

student 

Co-Captain Enrico Gutierrez  enricogu@usc.edu Undergraduate 
student 

Board meetings were held weekly to discuss design process, and concepts, construction means and methods, 
future building times, and budget for the Seismic Design Competition. Typically, more members are seen 

Student Chapter 
University Logo 
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attending only the structure build sessions as it involves more labor and is of interest to many engineering 
students. 

FACULTY & INDUSTRYADVISORS 

Navid Nastar 

Email: nastar@usc.edu 

Affiliation: USC faculty, lecturer 

Company: Brandow & Nastar Inc. 

MEMBERS 

A complete list of members is shown below. 

Name EERI Member Number Email Student Status 

Felipe Hernandez  fdhernan@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Steve Pokwo  pokwotch@usc.edu Undergraduate student 
Alexander Huerta 19345 huertaa@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Rami Rarazi  tarazi@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Enrico Gutierrez  enricogu@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Adnan Solanki  adnansolanki1@gmail.com Undergraduate student 

Alexander Di  dialexan@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Camila Salomon  salomong@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Darren Vaughn  dmvaughn@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Joshua Zavala  jzavala@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Julia Lind 20440 jlind@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Junco Nelson 20441 junconel@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Kirsten Briggs 20442 kebriggs@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Max Alexis Mireles  mmireles@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Nathaniel Leon  leonn@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Ricardo Guzman  raguzman@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Robert Vigil  robertav@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

Salma Sayed  salmasye@usc.edu Undergraduate student 

BUDGET & FINANCIALS 
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The bulk of our budget is for SDC. Because SDC is in Los Angeles this year, accommodation and traveling 
expenses are little – to – nothing, which reduces the need for a large budget. The following sponsors have 
helped make our project and events possible: 

Sponsor Name/Organization Contact Person Amount 
Viterbi School of Engineering NA $500 
Southern California Chapter of EERI  Sam Mengelkoch, Treasurer $500 

L.A. Tall Building Structural Design Council  NA $1000 

 

CHAPTER ACTIVITIES 

RECRUITING: August 29th – USC Involvement Fair 

Officers set up a table showcasing EERI activities at the general Involvement Fair on campus. This event was 
aimed at recruiting new students, particularly underclassmen, to join the club.  

Members Present: 2 recruiters 

RECRUITING: August 31st and September 12th – Class Presentations 

Officers visited underclassmen civil engineering and architecture classes to recruit students to the club. Flyers 
with renderings of last years SDC design were distributed.  

Members Present: 3 recruiters 

(See Item 1) 

RECRUITING: September 20th – First General Body Meeting 

General meeting intended to introduce interested civil engineering students to the organization and showcase 
previous year’s operations. The target audience for this meeting was new students interested in the 
organization. This meeting was promoted through word of mouth and Officer visits to underclassmen civil 
engineering classes. 

Members Present: 8 

TECHNOLOGY TRAINING: February 5th – Laser Cutting Training 

Captains Alex Huerta and Enrico Gutierrez took a few members to USC’s Architecture School to train them how 
to laser cut balsa wood. The wood was to be used to construct walls for testing the preliminary SDC designs.  

Members Present: 4 

(See Item 2) 

TECHNOLOGY TRAINING: February 6th – AutoCAD Floor Plans and Elevations 

Members on construction team met to be trained in AutoCAD.  

Members Present: 4 
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REGULAR CHAPTER MEETINGS 

At regular chapter meetings, officers relayed current progress on design and construction of competition 
structure. Food was provided and a PowerPoint describing deadlines, goals for the competition, and tasks was 
shown. Tasks were then split up between members present and teams (Structural, Architectural, and 
Construction) met in small groups to discuss separate agendas. Meetings were help weekday evenings and 
usually lasted between 45 min – 1 hour.  

GENERAL MEETING: December 5th – General Body Meeting 

This general meeting was intended to engage operations for the new semester and introduce new members 
that joined the spring semester. Team went over first draft drawings of the SDC design and set milestones for 
revisions, construction, and testing.  

Members Present: 10 

GENERAL MEETING: January 2nd – General Body Meeting 

Our President and captains discussed the AutoCAD plans that our captains drew up for the Seismic Design 
Competition. All members present input their opinions on the architectural and structural design of the 
preliminary drawings. Changes were made to the overall design and members were tasked with changing the 
corresponding CAD files. Significant changes included column movement to maximize floor space. 

Members Present: 10 

GENERAL MEETING: February 22nd – General Body Meeting 

The group discussed the upcoming SCEC meeting (4/3) held at USC. Our captains updated us that our balsa 
wood, blue, accelerator, and other materials arrived. Team could begin construction of test walls. The three 
main design teams (Structural, Architectural, and Construction) split off and met to discuss their respective 
tasks. A Two-Week Plan was laid out for construction. 

Members Present: 11 

(See Item 3) 

FRIEDMAN FAMILY VISIT ING PROFESSIONAL or DISTINGUISHED LECTURE VISIT 

April 3rd – SCEC Meeting (with Dr. Lucy Jones) 

In April a Southern California Earthquake Center event was held on the University of Southern California 
campus. Dr. Lucy Jones, a previous researcher for USGS, presented on the possibility of a devastating 
earthquake in Southern California within the next 30 years and the impact that it could have on its inhabitants 
and businesses. At the end of the meeting, our design captains presented our current model for the 2018 
Student Chapter Competition and a 5’-0” test wall that was recently built. 

(See Item 4) 

Industry Professional Interaction 
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PROFESSIONAL REVIEW: March 19th - The Structural and Construction design teams working on the SDC tower 
met with structural professional and faculty advisor Navid Nastar to discuss structural field. Professor Nastar 
Explained his field of work and what occurs in the structural engineering field.   

SEISMIC DESIGN COMPETITION TEAM 

An SDC team was assembled in February to split up tasks for the competition. Three teams were created with 
heads for each: Structural, Architectural, and Construction. Each team met 1-2 times a week throughout March 
and April to go over topics.  

The Structural team was taught the basics of SAP 2000. Team members went over shear and moment results 
from various versions of the structure, P-delta functions, and general seismic design.  

The Architectural team was in charge of the 3D presentation of the structure as well as any graphics. The team 
implemented programs such as Sketchup, V-Ray, Illustrator, In-Design, and Photoshop to create various fliers, 
visuals, and posters for the team.  

The Construction team was in charge of actually assembling the test walls and (in the future) the final balsa 
wood model. This team also learned the basics of AutoCAD to generate floor plans and elevations of the 
model. Team members also were trained in using the laser cutter on campus to cut balsa wood.  

SDC PREPARATION: November 28th – Proposal meeting 

All of the officer board met to discuss the design proposal for SDC to be submitted a few days later. Topics 
discussed included submitting the design, goals for the next semester, and general revisions to the proposal.  

Members Present: 5 

(See Item 5) 

SDC PREPARATION: December 11th – Project Manager Meeting 

The three main heads for the SDC (Structural, Architectural, and Construction) met to discuss goals for the 
semester. All three discussed preliminary designs for the structure.  

Members Present: 3  

SDC PREPARATION: March 4th – Construction Day 

Team members met at President’s house to construct a 5’-0” test wall for the Seismic Design Competition out of 
balsa wood. The purpose of the test wall was to see what density of balsa wood would prove best for the 
design.  

Members present: 6 

(see Item 6) 

SDC PREPARATION/Training: March 6th & 7th – Laser Cutting  

Construction team members met to cut wood members out of balsa wood. Training was provided to new 
members who came.  

Members Present: 4  
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SDC PREPARATION: March 29th – Construction Day  

Team members met to construct a second wall to test for deflection. A different density wood was used.  

(See Item 7) 

SDC PREPARATION: March 30th – Construction Day  

Team members met to glue structure walls to base plates. Testing was to be done for deflection and loading at 
a future date.  

Members present: 2 

SDC PREPARATION: April 1st – Load testing  

Team members met to load structure for vertical loads and lateral cantilever. Deflection was then measured.  

(See Item 8) 

SDC Team Members 

A complete list of members is shown below. 

 
Name EERI Member Number Email Role 

Alexander Huerta  huertaa@usc.edu Co-Captain 

Enrico Gutierrez  enricogu@usc.edu Co-Captain 

Max Alexis Mireles  mmireles@usc.edu Structural Team 
Member 

Rami Tarazi  tarazi@usc.edu Structural Lead 

Junco Nelson  junconel@usc.edu Construction Team 
Member 

Adnan Solanki  adnansolanki1@gmail.com Architectural Team 
Member 

Julia Lind  jlind@usc.edu Structural Team 
Member 

Alexander Di  dialexan@usc.edu Architectural Team 
Member 

Kirsten Briggs  kebriggs@usc.edu Construction Team 
Member 

 

SDC Team Financial Sponsors 

Please refer to the previous Budget/Sponsors section for a list of SDC sponsors.  

 

Team results and lessons learned 

 
Last year our team was rushed in the design and construction due to changes in leadership and scheduling. 
Due to our relatively small department size, every member of the USC EERI student chapter is involved in at least 
on other engineering organization. Often, they have other leadership positions. Scheduling around other 
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engineering competitions and conferences such as DBIA student competition, ASC student competition, 
MCAA conference, and ASCE PSWC is a continuous and frustrating challenge.  
 
Last year, our structure was able to withstand all the ground motions, but it was over-engineered. This year, we 
tried to lower our safety factor to lower our weight. To this end, we have tested two structural components of 
our building and will test a full-scale model prior to the construction of the competition model. Of particular 
importance is testing different configurations, compositions, and applications. In addition to measuring the 
performance of these specimens, we have carefully recorded results to correlate with computer modeling. This 
will help us in predicting the performance of the final structure. We hope to more accurately measure the 
building’s performance and create an efficient structural design.  
 
Our team employs a design-build philosophy in project management. All our meetings stress input from all team 
members regardless of specialization or experience. We have found many insightful and challenging ideas 
from listening and incorporating multiple perspectives. Last year, we had a single captain in charge of the 
entire construction and design of the building. This year, we have expanded to two captains: one in charge of 
construction and structure, the other in charge of architectural design and graphics. In the future, we hope to 
further delegate responsibilities to have a project manager, structural lead, architectural lead, graphics lead, 
and construction lead.  
 

ELECTION & ELECTION RESULTS 

An election for officers for the 2018-2019 academic year is currently in progress.  

FEEDBACK FOR EERI 

We appreciate all support from EERI and its associate members. With their support, our club has gained new 
opportunities to network with industry professionals and recruit members on campus. We look forward to 
continuing our work in the next academic year.  

LIST OF ATTACHMENTS  

Included at the end of this report are various attachments to supplement the information included above.  A 
list of the attachments is included below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Item 1 – Advertisement Brochure for USC EERI 2017-2018 
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• Item 2 – laser cut wood members for test wall #1 
 

 
 

• Item 3 – Milestones set at General Meeting on 3/22 
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• Item 4 – SCEC Presentation  
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• Item 5 – Design Proposal  
 

USC EERI Design and Construction Proposal 
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To the Viterbi Competition and Design Team Funding Committee, 

 

The USC EERI club requests consideration for funding from the committee to effectively implement our planned 

design and construction of a light weight balsa wood structure to compete in an annual Seismic Design Competition (SDC) 

held by the national professional Earthquake Engineering Research Institute (EERI) in June of 2018. 

 

 The project involves using accumulated student knowledge of structures, earthquake-building response, computer 

seismic analysis, and architecture in addition to advice from our advisor and professors in the fields related to design and 

seismic performance to create a computer structural model using industry programs SAP 2000 and Revit, then build a 5-foot-

tall scale model solely from balsa wood that meets the stringent design competition rules. Part of the process is also seismic 

simulation and analysis of the structure through SAP 2000 to estimate seismic response, and architectural rendering of the 

structure for presentation. This year, we also plan to carry out detailed material testing of the balsa wood and the adhesive to 

more accurately estimate the seismic parameters of the building. 

 

 The EERI Seismic Design Competition is held in conjunction with the EERI national yearly meeting, which will be 

held in Los Angeles the following year in the week of June 25. The competition is invite only based on proposals submitted 

by universities worldwide; we have faced heavy competition in the past from universities as far away as Turkey and 

Romania. The competition is limited to roughly 30 teams; USC has managed to get a place in the competition every year. 

The competition consists of a presentation of the architectural and structural features of the building, as well as earthquake 

analysis and predicted peak acceleration and roof drift. On the following day all structures are placed on shake tables and 

experience ground motions to determine the accuracy of the predictions. Awards are then given based on the calculated 

profitability of the building with parameters such as the acceleration and drift, accuracy of estimations, and square footage of 

the structure. 

 

 The 2017-2018 EERI club benefits this year from a more solid foundation than previous years, whether it be in 

design considerations or outreach to professors and industry leaders for design advice. Based on the date of this following 

year’s competition, we have an extra 3 months to perfect our design and construction process. We will be starting out with 

preliminary design ideas simulated in structural applications and smaller scale models, commence material testing for the 

first time, and produce an efficient construction design that stresses pre-built floors, ease of constructability, and build 

quality. The construction process, based on previous years, involves multiple build days with construction shifts over roughly 

a month period per building iteration. Construction has traditionally taken place in the Kaprielian basement at night. The end 

result will be a 5-foot model with 29 floors capable of weathering simulated earthquakes such as the 1994 Northridge 

earthquake and Hayward fault predictions.  

  

Despite the fact that the competition is a full three months later relative to last year’s competition, we plan to immediately 

start the design process to present a competitive structure. We also are taking extra steps to bring underclassmen into the club 

to guarantee club continuity, by means of mentoring students in applicable engineering programs (Revit to complement CE 

106L, SAP2000 to complement CE207, and Sketchup to complement building science architecture classes). Beyond 
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mentoring underclassmen, we have already begun sketching elements for design to be tested through SAP2000 by the 

beginning of October, and will be testing material properties of the balsa wood and shear strength of different adhesives 

concurrently upon approval from lab manager Professor Gencturk. By the end of the current semester, we will have procured 

all necessary materials, concluded material testing, mentoring of underclassmen, and design and construction plan of the 

structure. Following winter break we will begin construction of the first model, with an estimated completion of the end of 

February. Following shake table testing, we will construct the final model with all changes after returning from spring recess 

and finish final construction before the end of the spring semester. 

 

The design and construction of a 5-foot tall lightweight structure isn’t without costs. Every year EERI is faced with the cost 

of purchasing expensive materials and registration for the competition. Below is our preliminary design and construction 

budget with tentative prices and vendors, though they are subject to change based on actual quantities and vendor value. 

 
 

The following team members will be in charge of the project: 

Name Major Year Email Club Position 

Felipe Hernandez Building Science Senior fdhernandez@usc.edu President 

Steve Pokwo Civil Engineering 

(Structural) 

Senior pokwotch@usc.edu Vice-President 

Enrico Gutierrez Building Science Senior enricogu@usc.edu SDC Co-

Captain/Architecture 

Head 
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Alexander Huerta Building Science Senior huertaa@usc.edu SDC Co-Captain/ 

Construction Head 

Rami Tarazi Civil Engineering 

(Construction) 

Senior tarazi@usc.edu Treasurer/ Structural 

Analysis Head 

 

Beyond the currently listed team members who will head up the construction process and competition presentation, there are 

additional construction shift managers and miscellaneous members in charge of other aspects in civil engineering program 

either as sophomores and juniors. The construction process allows for a large number of constructors with as much time 

commitment as desired, which will be filled in by normal members interested in the exciting construction process. 

 

 The advisor of the EERI club is adjunct professor Navid Nastar, lecturer for CE 207 (Introduction to Design of 

Structural Systems) and founding principal of consulting structural and forensics engineering firm Brandow and Nastar, Inc. 

Along with his advisor role, EERI has traditionally tapped into the extensive base of design professors for help in designing 

structural members, especially for lateral bracing systems.  

 

 While we haven’t received funding from any sponsors this, we have in the previous year received sponsorships from 

large industry leaders such as Turner Construction, KPFF, DPI, and the SoCal chapter of EERI. We also secured travel 

expense funding from USG (University Student Government) for housing. 

 

 The yearly design competition provides a large number of opportunities for current students to rise above the typical 

curriculum and apply course knowledge and problem solving to tackle the real life problem of seismic design. Besides 

preparing every club member for engineering work after college, it provides an enjoyable experience and member solidarity 

through long nights of design, construction, and preparation for the competition. Not a single club member regrets the 

evenings and weekends spent last year, as it has been an irreplaceable experience that we hope continues year after year as a 

deep seated tradition in Viterbi. 

 

 We thank you for your review and consideration of our funding proposal. 

 Sincerely, The 2017-2018 EERI E-Board (Fight on!) 

 

 
 
 

 

• Item 6 – Construction Day #1 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
2017 -2018 Annual Report, May 1, 2018 
University of Southern California Student Chapter of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute page 14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
2017 -2018 Annual Report, May 1, 2018 
University of Southern California Student Chapter of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute page 15 

• Item 7 – Completed Test Wall #2 

 

 
 

 

• Item 8 – Test Day #1 
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