JLB President’s Address to ACEI Annual Dinner - 26th March 2010.

Consulting Engineering -  A challenge of Leadership.
One of the fundamental challenges I see facing the engineering community in the coming decades is undoubtedly the challenge of achieving sustainable development on our planet.  This is a challenge not just for the consulting engineering community but for all engineers  working both in the public and private sector gathered around our tables this evening. Together we have a responsibility in the process of designing the path towards a sustainable future 
To do this effectively the world needs the leadership, experience and creativity of the engineering community.   

To begin – I think it perhaps important to remind ourselves what the art of leadership is about.
~to quote His Excellency Rear Admiral Peter Sinclair, Australia 

Leadership is becoming something of an endangered species within our community, and I suspect the world at large. Our obsession with management, fuelled to some extent by technology, has not only tended towards depersonalizing our world but has made the exercise of leadership more difficult.  

The art of leadership is, after all, quite different from the science of management, although the two are complementary. Management is about methods and procedures, cost effectiveness,  ‘blackberries’ and the best use of technology, and optimizing resources – hence the invention of the term human resources.  

Leadership on the other hand is not a precise science which can be taught like management.  It is an art, an individual art – the art of influence.  Leadership is of the spirit.  It is about inspiration, motivation and will – of vision and human relationships and the environment they inhabit.  

It is leadership that inspires loyalty, integrity and pride in belonging, and it is leadership that encourages others to be better leaders – and that is important.  

If leadership is all about people and the art of influencing decision makers in the creation of a more sustainable future, then the Association of Consulting Engineers and its members is very much in the leadership business.  

As the custodians of existing infrastructure and the developers of future infrastructure, consulting engineers recognize a responsibility to innovate and improve the products of their efforts and to understand the importance of instituting a dialogue with the rest of society on these subject matters. The industry and its professionals need to be more vocal about the things that are considered to be mistakes, and equally vocal about those things that are considered to be advances if improvements are to be made promptly and effectively. 
To do this we must learn to communicate the message – Sustainability is too critical to rely solely on efforts of one profession – the stakes are too high, it requires multi-disciplinary interaction

· We must promote a more holistic approach

· develop our listening skills

· engage in political debate

· foster a partnership culture – learn to cooperate and communicate and engage in dialogue with all stakeholders 
· we must be more aware of capital costs investments, management and maintenance costs over the medium and longer term – we have to be part of the cake mix, not just an ingredient
· we must work in partnership with business and political leaders, sociologists, planners, environmental & other consultation specialists, financiers, economists (we have one here tonight, Senator Shane Ross, who agreed to engage with us), and we must not wait to be asked, when they have all made up their minds.
· We need to get engaged right from the very start. 

 We must continue to encourage investment in sustainable infrastructure as a driver for economic growth and continue to explain the penalties of failure to make this investment. To achieve infrastructural quality comparable with the best in the OECD countries, it is of critical importance that Ireland continues to invest, on average, over 5% of its combined GDP annually over the next 20 years either direct by Government funding and/or through mechanisms such as PPP’s, and direct private investment and use of our exchequer pension fund resources. 
Projects critical to our ongoing infrastructural development are not just the obvious one’s of the areas of Education, Healthcare, Roads, Rail, Public Transport etc, but also include the opportunities in the Renewable Energy sector, such as Wind & Wave Energy, both Inland & Offshore connected into to the national grid, Water Conservation & Wastewater Upgrading to comply with EU Directives, Sewer Renewal in Urban Areas, Communication Networks, and Flood Protection.  We must plan for protection of our cities in coastal areas and river basins against flood damage and rising sea levels, carry out flood risk assessments for each critical infrastructure asset identifying frequency of exposure to  hazards, its resilience to exposure, and the consequences of its failure, explore possible relief channel routes to work with nature rather than against it. 
Over the past number of months we have seen the heartbreaking images coming through our TV screens of the divesting effects of severe flooding in many parts of the country.  Hence, there is an urgent need to address these problems now to mitigate the consequences of future flooding occurrences. 

We congratulate the leadership shown by our Local Authority County Councils and City Engineers, lead by City Engineer Tom Leahy and his team, in their proactive response to the implementation of the Dublin Flood Initiative Actions Program over the past few years, and more recently by Cork County Council, led by County Engineer Noel O’Keefe and his team, in relation to the recent November 2009 flood events whence they engaged with consulting engineers to review/address the flooding issues on the ground with fast tracked report recommendations ready for presenting to Minister Martin Mansergh on his visit to the region to get an overview ofthe flooding crisis. This resulted in immediate funding being made available to address the protection remedies necessary and is an excellent example of a partnering approach initiative to be taken by Local Authority engineers and consulting engineers working together.     

We also need to continue to improve the energy efficiencies of buildings and industrial processes including efficiency in energy conversion, combined cycle generation, district heating and combined heating, waste to energy recycling plants. Energy consumption in both new and old buildings can be reduced by 30 to 50% without significantly increasing the investment costs of either new construction or renovation projects.
We all have experienced major reductions/redundancies in technical staff throughout 2009 & the first quarter of 2010 due to the recession, but the underlying infrastructure and building problems of the country and the world have not gone away, and they still need engineers to put them right. 
We advise, we advocate, we seek to influence, but our clients decide – the question we ask ourselves is what we must do to maximise our influence.

We need to continue the dialogue of all of our member associations with decision makers to strive for a more equitable balance and to further review the streamlining of current procurement practices, to make better use of our time, energy and resources both on the side of our public sector clients and our members in the engagement of the current procurement practice process. 
At present we spend between 15 and 20% of our time competing against each other with about 2/3rds of this ultimately wasted. Fee competition is good in that it stimulates cost efficiency, innovation, and technical development, but excessive fee competition wastes our time, drives low or no return, results in a failure to allow us to invest in R&D, insufficient graduate training programmes, and ultimately lesser performance outcome for our clients.  

We must continue to raise awareness amongst our decision makers of the relatively small outlay of 1 to 2% of total Capital Expenditure required to proceed with strategic planning and design for future infrastructure needs and developments in preparation for the upturn in the economy, and the maintenance of minimum levels of employment for highly skilled engineers working in professional practices.
We must continue to seek ways to motivate & encourage our Young Professional Engineers (commonly known as the YPE’s)  to remain in Consulting Engineering  through mentoring programmes, investment in ongoing education/ management training and post graduate courses.

We must encourage our YPE’s to engage with the media in the green debate, giving them the chance to shine – help attract young people into consulting engineering by promoting the WOW factor – the realisation that as individuals and working together they can make a difference in the world –in fact they have the necessary skills and the potential to literally change the world and improve the quality of life for everyone. We have examples of this all around us such as – the transformation of Dublin Dockland area, the Conference Centre, the New Grand Canal Theatre, the successful mixture of social and affordable housing, the Samuel Beckett Bridge, the Aviva Stadium, and Thomond Park to name but a few.   
We need to continue to foster human achievement through excellence, innovation and collaboration in creating a sustainable future and continue to be proud and celebrate the solutions and successful projects we have already delivered, many examples of which you see in our Excellence Awards presentations around you here this evening.
We need to continue working together building relationships and alliances

and individually must take responsibility for raising the status of the profession, harness the passion and energy and the synergy available to us, much of which is among us and sharing tables with us this evening.

John Rolson Saul in his address at the FIDIC forum in Quebec in 2008 reminded engineers that since the turn of the century they were responsible for saving the lives of more people than the medical profession by providing clean water and sewerage systems – aspects of everyday life that are taken for granted by present generations – but in the 21st century we must once again take the lead and rise to the challenge of  protecting the health and safety of the planet itself.
 So far, the consulting engineering industry has been relatively content in its role of serving its clients, meeting their needs and wants to the best of its ability  However, there are now more highly compelling reasons for the consulting engineering industry to perhaps take more of a leadership role, not just in determining the needs of individual clients, but to be more proactive in  promoting the technology roadmap necessary for the  achievement of the conditions and requirements of long term sustainability. The engineering industry not only has an obligation to serve its clients to the best of its ability, but it also has a duty to serve the public by identifying poorly conceived policies and programmes. Ongoing training/capacity building and retention of our indigenous skilled engineering resources will ensure that quality of our resources is maintained and further enhanced, and ensure that the industry can continue providing quality services, which our clients and society will no doubt continue to demand.
Consulting engineers are charged with responsibility for the development of the built environment - we are in the business of influencing others – of ensuring that inspiration, motivation and vision are very much part of the product that we have to offer. If management expertise and engineering skills are fundamental to our profession, then leadership is the key to success in their application together with our leadership role as trusted advisors to society in finding the appropriate solutions to the environmental challenges that lie ahead. 
I leave you with a thought … on the Essence of Leadership.

A true leader has the confidence to stand alone, the courage to make tough decisions, and the compassion to listen to the needs of others.  A person does not set out to be a leader but becomes one by the quality of their actions and the integrity of their intent.  In the end leaders are much like eagles…they don’t flock, you find them one at a time.   
Thank you for your attention.
