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The Future is Bright

My Fellow Engineers:

I sincerely appreciate the honor you have bestowed upon me by electing me to serve as your President. I have big shoes to fill and hope I am up to the challenge. It is very discomforting knowing that I now hold the office once held by the likes of Harry Simrall. I can only surmise that the membership has lowered its standards over the decades if they think I am up to his standards.

I have enjoyed my term as President-Elect and learned a lot about MES in the process. Working with Larry Britt and Phil Gee has been a pleasure and I know I will continue to work with them. They have taken the Society through some trying times for the profession and have made things better as a result. Thank you again Larry, and Phil.

Over the last year or two the Mississippi Engineering Registration Law was renewed with some modifications to make it a better law. This was not an easy task. There are always those in the legislature who think that engineers are nothing more than high paid laborers. This time there was a push to allow Engineering Technologist to become registered as Professional Engineers. Working closely with the Board of Registration and in concert with other engineering organizations in the state, MES was able to head off this assault on the law and get a bill passed that is in the best interest of the public of Mississippi. It was not an easy task.

Earlier this week Larry, Phil, and I attended a public hearing before the Board of Registration on Continuing Professional Development. In attendance were representatives of other engineering societies, some now headed by MES Past-Presidents. During the meeting Phil Gee and I noted that together we served on an MES committee to investigate the merits of CPD back in the early to mid-80’s—a time when Iowa was the only state to require CPD, and they had just started. I am pleased to say that Mississippi will now enter the ranks of those states requiring CPD for continued registration and MES played a role in the process.

As a Society we have played an active role in the regulation of the engineering profession and in the protection of the health, safety, and welfare of the public. But that role is in danger. At last count MES membership stood at 737 while the total number of registered engineers residing in the state stood at 2389. This means that THE Society that represents the ENTIRE engineering profession in the state has only 34% of those we represent as members. Why is this number important?

To represent the engineers in the state we must have the input from those engineers. When we go before the legislature in an effort to preserve or enhance the public safety we must be able to speak with the voice of many. Thirty-four per cent does not speak loudly. Increasing our membership is critical to the longevity of this organization and to the profession.

Membership problems are several. Many note that our average age is increasing. The average age of NSPE members, according to a recent resolution by the Delaware Engineering Society, has increased from 46 in 1984 to 54 in 1999. Where have the young engineers gone? As a whole the engineering profession is growing and more and more young graduates are entering the profession but they are not taking part in engineering societies. I believe there are a couple of reasons for this apathy that we must address.

First we must consider our relevance to these engineers. Are we the kind of organization that a young engineer would want to join? Apparently, to some, we are not. Our programs must be of interest to these engineers and our programs must be unique to MES and NSPE. Insurance programs, shipping rebates, and meetings are common to all engineering organizations. MES is different from the other organizations and we must make that difference known to, and felt by, these young engineers. Our chapter meetings must be interesting and engaging; our State meetings must be productive, useful, and informative. 

The new CPD Rule may help our Society some must we must be ready to capitalize on the opportunity. I do not believe that CPD will result in a large increase of members to MES, nor was that the intent of our support of the Rule but, it could bring in a few. It could improve meeting attendance and bring new life to struggling chapters. MES and NSPE are in unique positions to offer training on ethics and engineering management topics. We must be ready to offer this training and we must do it at the local as well as state level.

At the root of the difficulties we are facing is, I believe, the relatively poor image of the engineer. In spite of being ranked as a prestigious occupation nationally, Judy Adams with Mississippi CEC says that engineers are held in low regard in the Mississippi Legislature. In his tenure, Larry Britt worked on improving the image of the engineer and I pledge to continue to those efforts.

Engineers have made many contributions to society. The quality of life and the long lives we can expect to live are direct results of engineering. The medical profession has done much to help with our quality of life but their efforts pale when compared to the enhancements provided by clean water, proper sewage treatment, transportation systems, clean air, efficient production processes, intelligent resource utilization, and, on hot days like this, air conditioning. There is much in which we can take pride and there is much which must be communicated.

Over the last week I have heard the news reporters refer to the rocket scientists working on the Ballistic Missile Defense System. Perhaps since that test failed we should not be too quick to claim responsibility but, the truth is, there are no rocket scientists—there are only engineers. Engineers are the ones who put man on the moon and in the space shuttle. Engineers are the ones who have made instant communication between two people possible. Engineers are the ones who have given us email, cell phones, automobiles, and all the other gadgets that make our lives what they are. Far too often we allow the media to give this credit to those imaginary rocket scientists in lab coats. We need to stand up and claim the credit for what we have accomplished and accept the blame for where we have failed.

We must instill a spirit of pride in being an engineer. We are all proud of our profession. Engineering has provided most of us with comfortable standards of living and incomes that far exceed the average for our state. Engineering has helped put our children through school, given us the time and talent to make a difference in our community, and given us the income to donate to those causes we are not physically able to assist. 

We must let the world know that engineers are playing a vital role in business and society. We have Earnie Deavenport, a native of Macon, Mississippi serving as President of Eastman Chemical; we can lay claim to the likes of Neil Armstrong, Apollo XI astronaut; Herbert Hoover and Jimmy Carter, US Presidents; Tom Landry of Dallas Cowboy fame; and Lee Iacocca, former chair and CEO of Chrysler Corporation. We do indeed have much in which we can take pride.

So why are really interested in enhancing the image of the engineer. Are we simply out to feel better about ourselves and have others throw accolades on us? The primary reason we must improve the image of the engineer is to protect the public welfare.

With a better image of engineering, we will one day be able to avoid the debates with the legislature when it is time to renew our licensing law. We will avoid the discussions over requiring engineers to bid for services and allow our profession to focus on things other than those viewed by some as self-preservation. As a result, the public welfare will be better protected and preserved.

With a better image of engineering we will be able to attract promising young people to the profession and ensure that society has a steady supply of educated and qualified individuals to solve the problems we have and to continue to enhance the standard of living and public safety.

The key to enhancing our image is through better communication. As engineers we must learn to effectively communicate our accomplishments and opinions. We must be pro-active and offer our opinions when needed. I know for a fact that many times we have had a better mouse trap but the world has never beaten a path to our door. Many of us think we are not good communicators, and many of us could be better. But we do have the skills. While the world may think of us as only math and science people, I know from the students that I deal with that their ACT English sub-score is oftentimes higher than their math and science scores.

There are certainly things we can do as a Society to improve this image. We can start by better communicating within the profession. Many of our own have a poor image of the profession and we must correct that. Then we must be better at communicating to those outside the profession. How many times do we meet people, give interviews, or write letters to the editor and not make mention of the fact that we are engineers? Earnie Deavenport, in an effort to improve the image of Mississippi insist that in all of his speeches, in all of his interviews, it is mentioned at least once that he is a native of Mississippi and a graduate of Mississippi State University because he is proud of his roots. We must adopt the same attitude and let others know we are proud to be engineers.

Enhancing the image of the engineer and increasing the membership will be my major focus over the next year and I challenge you to help me. You can help at the chapter level as well as the state level. I think the chapter level is particularly important and want to do what I can to revitalize the chapters that are dormant. I will even help with your programming problems by offering, by asking, to talk to each chapter at a meeting.

I thank you again for the honor of being allowed to serve you. We have some hurdles that face us but I can think of no better group with which to run the race. Our future is bright and I am proud to be a part of the MES Team.
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