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Every so often an article falls into our hands that is insightful and readable, and although from the past, still relevant.  This note covers such an article.  Prepared in 1991 by the now extinct Office of Strategic Initiatives in HQUSACE, the article may have been the first to diagram the untapped power relationships that engineers possess and the notion that because of their knowledge and these relationships, engineers must play a vital role in disseminating the necessity of sustainable development and in ensuring its practice.  Yet, when the ideas in this article were first conceived, the field of engineering consisted mostly of practitioners who seldom strayed from their specializations or peered over their professional rice mountains in search of other, more integrated perspectives.


But to the authors of this article, it had become clear that traditional engineering approaches were falling short of needs and expectations of a sustainable society, and that the Corps needed a new approach to engineering in which recognition of maintaining a healthy environment would be a prominent concern.  

Thus, the article -- a collective work of a diverse thinking team that I had the privilege to co-lead -- came into being.  It has long been out of sight and, at least in the Corps, assumed lost since we have never been good at archiving files.  But because of my rat pack tendencies, I salvaged it from a trash bin and lugged it along with me over the years. I had been reminded of it recently when doing an Internet search for articles on sustainability to support the Corps Environmental Operating Principals when I came across a reference to the document.  A few days later, I found the document itself in my basement.

The paper is unusual in its holistic view.  It addressed economics, population, education, societal expectations, the value of teams and multi-disciplinary approaches, and the need for engineers to help America look around the next corner.  It talked about sustainability as an ethical guiding principle some 12 years before our own USACE Environmental Operating Principles came into being.  And in their concluding remarks, the authors foresaw the moral, economic and public health conflicts that came to be as a result of traditional water resource development on the Columbia and Snake Rivers in the Pacific Northwest.

Although the specter of environmental devastation that the article opens with is unsettling, the article should give us hope that good ideas have a way of sticking with us despite how the difficulties and time needed to make changes in our organizational culture. The paper and the concepts it describes were designed to be given away freely and, as intended, many of its passages found their way into other documents, (e.g., The National Security Strategy, DOD and Army Doctrine, and strategic plans of Corporations and non-government organizations, etc), speeches in and out of government by very senior officials, other publications, and, it appears, even popular books on the subject of sustainability today.  That remains the intention today, as I believe this paper will help you align our work to this fundamentally different vision of engineering for a healthy, sustainable environment. Don’t be discouraged by thinking that we haven’t come far enough since this paper was written 12 years ago.  Instead, think of it as a “first edition” and we in South Atlantic Division – “the engineers, the problem-solvers, the facilitators and stewards…” -- will see to its subsequent iterations and applications. 
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