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The Role & Responsibility of Technologists
I notice that lately people talk in mono syllables, abbreviations and acronyms like hi! (hello), yip (yes), MEGS (mega bytes), RAM (random accessible memory), ROM (read only memory), CPU’s (central processing units), SUV’s (Sports Utility Vehicles), LDV (Light Delivery Vehicle), LASER (light amplification through stimulated emission and radiation) and SCUBA (self contained under water breathing apparatus) and so forth.

Allow me to add another abbreviation to the list that may become part of your vocabulary in approximately 15 years’ time. This is SWNT’s, referring to Single-Walled Nano Tubes.*
Nanotubes are tiny cylinders of carbon atoms that possess a tensile strength of about 100 times that of steel with a sixth of its weight. Nanotechnology works with atoms and molecules on a nanoscale, with a nanometre being one billionth of a metre – roughly the size difference between a tennis ball and the earth. Materials of this size do not behave in the 

same way as they would in bulk objects that are commonly known to us.*
These materials – that is SWNT’s – can be engineered to behave with rather novel and revolutionary properties. Super conductivity and the capability for extreme strength, whilst being light-weight, are some of the characteristics that excite research scientists the most.*
Scientists refer to this material as Zylon – it almost sounds a bit like Nylon – and researchers at the Rice University in Texas have developed a process that may make the industrial production of carbon nanotubes – or Zylon – viable. This material is almost similar to Kevlar – I assume that you have heard of Kevlar before – except that Kevlar, which is widely being used for bullet proof vests, combat helmets, belt conveyors, racing vehicle tyres and other cut and pierce resistant clothing and compounds is only 5 times the strength of an equal steel weight.*
SWNT’s have also shown solar cell capabilities in addition to its strength which means that it has the potential to be used for high-speed racing cars and 

aeroplanes creating light, durable bodies that could also generate electricity!*
Why do I ramble on about this new material that most of you have not heard of before? Simply to tell you that the normal process of life around us is that scientists in laboratories discover things and then it is up to technologists and engineers to develop it and make it useful to society. This is very often the exciting part of a technologist’s life – to develop production processes and new articles using these new materials and processes. But be warned – engineering life generally does not happen in the fast lane. It normally takes 15 to 20 years from the time a discovery is made until this discovery becomes commercially viable in user friendly products. Take for example something that most of you take for granted – the LASER beam. It was discovered during my last year at school, 1975, and nobody knew what to do with this highly concentrated light beam at the time. It was only during the latter half of the 1980’s that the first music CD’s became available. Since then LASERS became commonplace in the entertainment industry, medical profession, engineering industry, aviation and even law enforcement – speed trapping on the roads.

The technologist’s life is not always excitement and glamour. There is responsibility to it as well. You will be required to spend money sparingly and wisely. You will be required to do things efficiently in the shortest practical period of time. You will be required to work safely and where other people are involved, ensure that you do not endanger their lives or limbs.

As technologists you will also become involved in building, operating and running plant and systems - be it factory, a production plant like a mine, an infrastructure system like a power supply network, a roads network, a harbour, a water purification plant and so forth.

Your job will be to ensure that designs are done and done properly, that new systems are being run

efficiently and economically, and that everything that was built is maintained so that its productive life-span can be achieved. The lack of maintenance does not only reduce the economic life of a piece of equipment or system, it also creates unsafe conditions, for example, potholes in roads, damaged bridges that aren’t repaired, public transport vehicles that are un-roadworthy, blocked or damaged sewer lines that cause effluent to flow into roads, gardens and rivers.
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Badly damaged bridge that may eventually result in a collapse

Lack of maintenance in production facilities cause unscheduled stoppages of the plant and in today’s life, down-time on a plant means loss of production which in turn means loss of income which in turn means no bonus or no salary increase for you at the end of the year.
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Poorly maintained dust hoods on a vibrating screen that will result in an unscheduled plant stoppage if not rectified soon. It also allows dust to escape, making the dust extraction system ineffective and polluting the air.

I want to emphasise that you will find in practice that the decisions for making budgets and money available for maintenance are very frequently made by people who do not have a technical background or any technical knowledge whatsoever, people who do not think about maintenance and who do not realise the value of it. These are typically politicians, people with a social sciences background, accountants, medical practitioners and so forth. You as the technologists must use your knowledge to persuade these people to make the necessary funds available for maintenance. In the beginning you may even find that you must fight for this money – just don’t give up, be like a bull terrier, never let go!


It is up to us technologists to re-instate the culture of maintenance. By doing so we will be able to turn the tide where all the wheels have literally fallen off – I’m referring specifically to municipal problems that the country is currently experiencing.

But don’t despair, don’t go home tonight and cry in your pillow because you didn’t become an accountant or a doctor. I believe that there are very, very few professions that give as much work satisfaction as engineering, simply because most of the time you can stand back at the end of a day and look at what you have achieved!

Imagine what it will feel like the day after you have just completed repairs on a seriously damaged bridge with this new material…… what is it called – Zylon, of course!

Scribe W Lotter Pr Tech Eng

· With acknowledgement to Indwe, the S. A. Express Airways in-flight magazine – October 2005
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