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The message from the then International Federation of Consult-
ing Engineers (FIDIC) President, Engr. William D Lewis, some 
15 years ago, that: ‘The largest contribution to the quality of 

life that we enjoy today is made by engineers’ - is as valid today as 
it has always been; this in part due to the changes to the ways in 
which we communicate and interact, and the phenomenal advances 
in technology and solutions that are now available to everyone on 
the global platform.  

Evolution

It is interesting to see how the image of the engineer has changed 
over the last few decades. Twenty-five years ago we were working 
off drawing boards, with limited computer technology to assist with 
designs. Fortunately, log books and slide rules had been replaced by 
the electronic calculator but the electronic age was just in its infancy. 
Engineers were communicating through letters, telefaxes, teletype, 
telephone, and directly - face to face. Timeframes for delivery were 
governed by the amount of work to be done and accuracy was non-
negotiable. The basic products of design, service delivery and client 
care were a given. Engineering, while a publicly conservative profes-
sion, was revered, respected and with good cause when you looked 
around and saw the immense benefit to lifestyle, health, economy, 
and education that was the contribution of engineering. But - ‘the 
times they were a changing’ (Bob Dylan) and engineering’s biggest 
challenge was to move with the changes and keep at the forefront of 
technology and innovation.

Fourth industrial revolution

We have progressed through a technology transformation (4th indus-
trial revolution) with the introduction of personal computers, program-
mable calculators, the internet, email, smart phones, and now social 

networking - which is fast becoming a business tool. All of this has 
made the requirement for response immediate. The engineer must 
be available at all times and have all the answers at his fingertips. 
Information is available to clients via the web and sound professional 
engineering judgement is challenged by opinions from a growing 
network of information available to the general public.

‘Google’ has created more ‘engineers’ than we are able to gradu-
ate from our Universities.

Engineering has taken advantage of the power of the computer, 
developing highly sophisticated engineering software that reduces 
design time to acceptable financial timeframes, which allows complex-
ity to be modelled and analysed, best fit solutions to be interrogated 
and optimised - and the issues of cost, time, and good engineering 
design, to be married for best results.

We can no longer afford the time to do the design properly by hand 
first and then use the computer to check the results. Good engineering 
intuition and feel are required and careful selection of the technology 
solution means quick response and turnaround times with more ac-
curate and robust solutions. Understanding the technology and having 
faith in its usefulness and accuracy were difficult steps for engineers 
but once we were on board, the design horizons were pushed and 
insurmountable problems have become acceptable challenges.

There are those who would say that engineers have not pro-
gressed as quickly as the technology that they use and have failed to 
harness the full potential of the design and communication platforms 
that should be making the profession stand out from the crowd. Our 
resistance to ‘new’ - and our preference for ‘tried and tested’ - is a 
major limiting factor to the growth of this profession. The reply to 
that is to encourage new and fresh genes into the engineering pool 
and create a vibrant and enthusiastic profession which embraces the 
technology that will allow us to outperform our own goals. Technol-
ogy is our release agent – we should make it fun and watch the gene 
pool grow.
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Just a job

We are not going to magically create a number of engineers to fill the 
growing void, but we can most certainly transform those out there 
with the necessary technical skills into solid engineers - provided we 
make it interesting enough for them. The profession is actively seek-
ing alternative methods of attracting new engineers. Where before, 
this was viewed as a vocation, it is now a job, a specialised job, but 
still just a job. To make it more attractive to the new young profes-
sional marketplace we are starting to change the way we market the 
profession. Engineering is falling behind in the race to attract new 
and enthusiastic youngsters as it is seen as a tough profession for 
intellectuals associated with expensive tertiary education.

If it continues to be seen as the ‘non-sexy’ profession it will 
struggle to grow.

Yet everyday we see new and more innovative projects being 
engineered and built. We have expanded into the new and innova-
tive areas of sustainable designs, efficient designs, designs with high 
corporate social responsibility goals, and we mistakenly assume 
everyone knows about our successes in these areas. We need to 
actively market our great successes. We are engineering remarkable 
buildings and solutions, adding huge value to the health and safety of 
people during construction and in final use of infrastructure, buildings 
and industrial plant. The profession needs to be applauded for this.

Engineering a ‘Sustainable Future’

Engineering a ‘Sustainable Future' is the new ideology that is allow-
ing engineers to push the boundaries of design and technology. To 
design for the future - not for today - is a challenge in itself; how do 
we build in solutions today for the problems that will only be evident 
in 10 or 20 years from now?  How do we ensure that what we do today 
is not redundant in a few years - or even unacceptable in the future?

Green Engineering is allowing us to incorporate new thinking 

into tried and tested designs, green roofs, sustainable materials 
and building practices, renewable energy use, water conservation, 
environmental impact and effects on climate change. All of these are 
there to ensure that we look after our planet and resources and with 
these come innovative design and building techniques.

Innovation leads to the type of major projects that are world 
beaters, the development of Dubai out of the desert, Palm Island, 
the 3 Gorges Dam in China, the Hangzhou Bay Bridge in China, the 
Ground Zero project in New York incorporating the technology that 
will ensure the building will survive a major terror attack, the structural 
design developments that ensured that the majority of new large 
buildings in Japan survived the last major earthquake. These are just 
a handful of the amazing engineering projects out there which have 
changed - and are changing - the way we live and interact with each 
other. Our engineering creativeness is limited only by the boundaries 
of our imagination.

We need to stand up and shout about our successes, and  use the 
technology that we have at our fingertips, to demonstrate our capa-
bilities and promote an image of engineering that reflects how proud 
we are of what has been achieved and what can still be achieved.

The new marketplace requires that we review our modest ap-
proach to marketing the profession and start competing with the 
methods used to attract youngsters into the other professional and 
non-professional fields.

The opportunity to do this is now as we are already below criti-
cal mass in the engineering fraternity and our will to put ourselves 
out there is being eroded by the increasing demands placed on 
engineers daily.

It is crucial that we promote our profession to prevent our cli-
ents and major government organisations in South Africa venturing 
outside of our borders to acquire engineering skills that are gener-
ally available locally. If not this will have a devastating effect on our 
local industry and lead directly to more strain on local companies 
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to sustain their professional pool and a consequential decline in the 
numbers of local engineers. Once engineers have left the fraternity 
it is very difficult to invite them back. Engineers are creative and 
sensible beings and easily capable of working outside of their field. 
If the profession has not been able to protect them and allow them 
the opportunity to work and grow they will look for alternatives. The 
strain on the gene pool will increase. So the million dollar question 
is: How do we go forward?

We as engineers…

We as engineers need to understand our abilities, our potential and 
our limits. We need to understand and embrace the technology that 
is available and continue to keep pace with the advancements so that 
we can fully utilise that technology to the benefit of all. We need to 
continue to invest our time and effort into identifying the educational 
needs of our communities so that they can provide the necessary pool 
of students who can and want to become engineers.

We need to stand tall in our communities and show everyone the 
successes in our fields. We need to cultivate the culture of respect for 
engineers in our communities and with our clients, and continually 
promote the direct benefits of our participation in their space. We 
need to use the combined skills of our local engineering fraternity 
to address the issues confronting the industry and continue to move 
away from the past models of highly competitive businesses with 
individual goals.

We need to ensure that we are seen as a cohesive force of highly 
skilled and necessary specialists in order to continue to make: ‘The 
largest contribution to the quality of life that we enjoy today’.

We need to continue to work hard at attracting people to our 
profession, and continually improve on our efforts in order to  create 
an image of a profession that people want to be part of, and that will 
serve them as well as they serve it.

Conclusion

We strive to do all this while still maintaining and improving the 
professional status of the industry, by contributing to increasing the 
level of skills and professionalism, to tighten up on the roles and 
responsibilities of engineers, and to continue to act in a manner that 
ensures the continued professional reputation of the engineer to the 
benefit of the people and the environment with which we interact. 
There are no half measures here. The past twenty five years has seen 
the changes, the challenges, and the successes. The next twenty five 
years needs to see engineers embracing the one planet for all mes-
sage - ensuring that we continue to contribute to the improvement 
of technology, innovation, and lifestyle.

The future of our industry is in our hands.
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