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· At the annual students awards dinner the President gave the following speech.

· Behaviour of the Professional Technologist

All of you – that is the recipients of awards tonight – have probably now had the experience of working for a living during the past year. After having studied for so long, it probably comes as a great relief to eventually start applying your newly acquired knowledge to real life problems and at the same time being paid for it! Isn’t this the life you had all dreamt of for so long? To earn your own money and do with it what you like? What is even greater is that job opportunities for your training and skills have suddenly increased dramatically during the past 18 months, and with it the remuneration packages as well.

I however, don’t want to sound like an old bag or be a wet rag or a spoil sport to this newly found freedom of yours, but with the work of the professional technologist goes a few responsibilities and accountability which should be reflected in your everyday behaviour. The old saying that “money is the root of all evil” is very true – even more so in today’s life than ever before. The Professional Technologist – and for that matter, the Professional Engineer as well - is seen by the public as being a person with high standards of honesty, integrity, impartiality and fairness. The Technologist is also seen as being somebody that is highly educated – in the overall sense and not only in engineering, has specialist knowledge and training and is experienced in his field. All these aspects make the public – who are generally non-engineers – look up to the Professional Technologist. Therefore, you should always be careful in what you do, how you do it, when you do it and where you do it – others are scrutinising your behaviour with a hawk’s eye.

Over the years the engineering profession, including the technologists by name of IPET, have developed a set of “rules” if I may call it like that, that will guide you in your behaviour towards your clients, your employers, fellow workers, employees – if you become the boss – and the general public who is very often your client. This set of ‘rules’ is called the code of ethics.

The word ‘ethics’ is derived from the Greek word ‘Ethos’ – meaning ‘the nature of . . .‘ – in this case the nature of human behaviour.

Bear in mind that in general, engineering is the application of science and technology in the control and use of forces and materials from nature, for the progressive benefit of all peoples on planet Earth. Many decisions that you as the Professional Technologist will make, will have environmental and ecological consequences, which may not immediately affect any of the primary actors in a project, but which still require wise ethical judgement. There are various Codes of Conduct established by the Built Environment Councils – like the Engineering Council of South Africa (ECSA) – to regulate the behaviour of professionals. These Codes of Conduct do not however, include a value system within which choices between rival goods or ills can be made. A code of ethics is therefore required to provide a framework within which decisions between alternative courses of action can be made. Ethical judgement is needed to maintain the stability of our society without the undue imposition of formal regulations for every act – in other words what we are saying is that with sound ethical judgement we will require less government laws to prescribe to us how to do things and how to behave and be punished if we don’t carry out every law to the letter.

The IPET Code of Ethics addresses several areas in the working life of the Professional Technologists, including:

a)
Your relations with colleagues, clients, employers and society in general;

b)
Environmental and social obligations;

c)
Maintenance and development of professional conduct and standards;

d)
Enforcement procedures and disciplinary action

To illustrate some of the jargon I have been talking about till now, I want to lift out a few points in the IPET Code of Ethics. There are some things that the technologist MUST do and some things that he / she SHOULD do, for example, the technologist –

· Must act as faithful agents or trustees for each employer or client, in other words you must never discuss one client’s business with another client, especially in a derogatory way or gossip. Things like this have the habit of coming back to you and you will be the one with egg on the face!

· You Must at all times avoid deceptive acts and conduct or practice that deceives the public. As mentioned earlier, the public actually look up to you as the technologist for your superior specialist knowledge and if you knowingly deceive them you will loose all credibility and, once that has happened you will probably never gain their trust and confidence again. Bear in mind that when your income is dependant on the public - being your client, and they have lost confidence in you, it will be very difficult to earn a living as a technologist.

· And following on above about deceptive acts - You must never misrepresent yourself. This means that you must never attempt to do work for which you are not trained or qualified. People will come to you with requests such as – you are a civil engineering Technologist, please design this slab for my double storey house so that I can get the drawings approved by the municipality. Meanwhile you have specialised in roads and traffic engineering and your knowledge of structural design - if any - is very limited. If you accept the work under the pretence that you are qualified to do it, it means you are misrepresenting yourself and you are behaving unethical. The downside is also that the law will come down on you like a ton of bricks if the slab fails and somebody is injured or killed.

· You must only express opinions, make statements or give evidence with fairness and honesty and only on the basis of adequate knowledge or facts. This is very important in today’s life due to the ever presence of the news media that are always on the look-out for a scoop or something that may cause sensation. It is very important, particularly in a case where something took place with disastrous effect, like the recent floods in the southern Cape. If you happen to be in the vicinity of a collapsed bridge or house or shopping centre or whatever and a TV reporter comes up to you with microphone in hand wanting your views on what has happened or what should be done to relieve that situation or what should be done to avoid a future re-occurrence of such a happening – my first advice is that you rather say nothing than make statements that go into the wide world that are not entirely true or accurate, simply because you felt pressurised to say something. There is nothing to feel guilty about if you disappoint a journalist in an effort to protect your own integrity towards the public.

· You must be aware of and ensure that clients and employers are made aware of societal and environmental consequences of actions or projects and you must endeavour to interpret engineering issues to the public in an objective and truthful manner. On this point one can talk a whole evening. Take for example – you are involved with having to approve a new residential development on the banks of a spruit or small river. It may appear idyllic for the future residents to live on the banks of a calming stream, but if nobody has mentioned anything, it will be up to you to recognise problems such as building below the 1 in 100 year flood line, which will subject residents to occasional flooding of their homes with possible disastrous consequences. Building a residential area with paved roads and plenty house roofs also increase the run-off to a particular stream which will have the effect of actually raising the 1 in 100 year floodline because much less water will be absorbed by the environment now and more water will land sooner in the stream which in turn will raise the water level more rapidly. Normally things like this, if the proper procedure is followed, will be picked up the legally required environmental impact assessment that must be done prior to a development being commenced – but it can be overlooked by the environmentalists. Take another example – you have designed a structure for a developer and he comes along after you have presented your structural design and approved the drawings and he forces the contractor to reduce a certain beam size or remove a certain column because it does not blend in with the aesthetical appearance of his building, it is up to you to inform him that he is actually jeopardizing the safety of the structure and a collapse may cause the loss of life and partial destruction of the building – in other words, it will cost him double, because if there is loss of life or limb, he will face court action and if there is loss of business he will also face loss of income and the cost to repair the building. Here is a very fine line between what is legally required and what is ethical. By law, you as the designer take responsibility for the design and hence the safety of the structure, and if you are aware of any changes that deviate from the design and you accept it, even by just keeping quiet and not stopping the work, you will be ultimately held responsible before the law if something happens.

· You must admit your own errors when proven wrong and refrain from distorting or altering the facts to justify mistakes or decisions. Pride is a very hard thing to swallow and it very often stands in the way of admitting a mistake. In your working life, you will probably find that the company you are working in has an approved quality control system which forces you to have your work checked. Never disregard this checking, and never see it as a witch hunt to find mistakes – it is actually a tool to help you to prevent mistakes entering a final design. In your early working life you will find that your work is centered around engineering – designs, development of processes, construction, manufacturing, writing of specifications and so forth, but as life goes on you will become more and more involved in managing contracts which also by implication mean that you have to manage the budget and here is a minefield, because working with money is not so easy and straight forward as it may appear. In the heat of the moment, when everybody is under pressure and stressed because a project is running late – which also implies that it may be approaching the “over budget” point – you may be lured into making a snap decision, like the contractor phoning you from site asking you to quickly give an answer to a query because his team is standing and the job must get finished, you may give an answer without checking out the facts. If it turns out afterwards that your answer was the wrong one – it is ethical to admit it and accept responsibility for it. A good philosophy in life is to refrain from making snap decisions – nothing is so important that it cannot wait for an hour or two or even a day or two!

Things that you as the technologist should do are typically:

· To the best of your ability, courage, enthusiasm and dedication try to obtain superior technical achievement in everything you do.

· You should always strive to accomplish the beneficial objectives of work with the lowest consumption of raw materials and energy and the minimum production of wastes and pollution – hence you should always look after the environment in which we live. Always remember the saying – “waste not, want not”.

· You should always reject any kind of commitment that involves unfair damage to human surroundings and nature and negotiate the best possible social and political solution.

· You should always remember that war, greed, misery and ignorance, plus natural disasters, pollution and destruction of resources are the main causes of the progressive impairment of our environment. All active members of the engineering profession, deeply involved in the promotion of development, must use their talent, knowledge and imagination in removing these evils and improving the quality of life for all people on planet Earth– not just only yourself!

The idea of this speech was not to scare you, but to tell you that there are pitfalls out there, but also guidelines to help you negotiate your career path through it. Unfortunately its not like a GPS system that will keep you 100% on the right track without deviating left or right – you will have to think a bit as well.

Don’t run off on Monday and hand in your resignations to become lawyers or doctors or bankers – simply because you think they have a better life! In my opinion, being an Engineering Technologist is probably the most rewarding career there is! In most cases, at the end of each day you can literally look back and see what you have achieved for the day. Do you think a lawyer or auditor of banker can? I rest my case!

Enjoy the rest of the evening.
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