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Engineers play a key role in developmer t
By B.R.O. Fernando, President of 
the Institution of Engineers of Sri 
Lanka

(T he fo llo w in g  a r e  ex ­
cerp ts o f  th e p res id en tia l  
ad d ress  a t  the 96th annu­
a l sess ion s o f  th e  Institu­
tion  o f  E n g in e e r s ,  S ri 
L an ka )

Engineers belong to 
that sector c lassi 
fied as ‘Services’ in 

the national economy. It 
accounts for about 53 per­
cent of GDP. In 2001 it re­
corded a negative growth of 
0.5 percent according to the 
Central Bank Report but not 
in the areas in which engi­
neers were involved. For 
exam ple, transport and 
communications recorded 
moderate positive growth 
rates with the telecommu­
nications sector growing 
vigorously and showing a 
25.5 percent growth in 
2001. In an area that im­
pacts significantly on the 
interests of engineers, the 
Central Bank has approved 
and recommended to the 
Cabinet the removal of the 
remaining restrictions on 
Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) in the area of con­
struction (among others), 
enabling the sector to at­
tract further foreign invest­
ment.

Engineering has been 
and still is the forerunner 
for the development and 
progress of any country. 
But for engineering where 
will you and I be today? To 
be more precise how could 
we boast of our ancient civ­
ilization?

We should never forget 
that we are key people in 
building and sustaining 
civilization. Engineers are 
creators, designers, fash­
ioners and builders. Our 
ancestors of prehistoric 
ages were the great design­
ers and builders, who used 
indigenous m ethods to 
fashion and build mother 
earth. They did not have 
the modern methods of to­
day such as the use of com­
puter software program­
ming. But they did won­
ders. T he Pyram ids of 
Egypt, Taj Mahal of India, 
the Great Wall of China, 
the Great Indus Valley, to 
name a few. Then look at 
our own country, the Sea 
of Parakrama, the Great 
Ruwanwelisaya Dagoba, 
the Sigiriya Palace in the 
sky, the Yoda Ela or Giant's 
Canal and countless other 
works too numerous to 
mention which are living 
memories of their great 
feats.

You will agree with me 
when I state that all engi­
neers have a key role to 
play in the development of 
the infrastructure in any 
country in the globe. This 
key role is not limited to 
power and energy, water 
supply, transportation or 
the environment. The role 
of the engineer extends to 
housing, railways, roads, 
highways and bridges, ir­
rigation, telecommunica­
tions, airports and har­

bours, information tech­
nology and scores of other 
specializations and sub­
sections therein.

The role of an engineer 
is far reaching and beyond 
the vistas of human think­
ing and imagination. The 
merging technologies of 
communications and com­
puting have brought about 
a revolution in everyday 
life during the twenty-first 
century. The familiar mo­
bile phone, CD players and 
fax m achines are being 
joined by digital broadcast 
radio and television which 
offer more channels and 
much clearer sound and 
pictures. The invention of 
the telephone by Alexan­
der Graham Bell in 1876 
has taken dramatic devel­
opments in the technolo­
gy of telecommunications 
to seek to improve commu­
nication between people 
globally. Today we see the 
conversion of analog sys­
tems to digital, the domi­
nance of the computer in 
both operations and man­
agement, the widespread 
use of m icroelectronics 
technology, and perhaps 
more significant in the 
longer term, the transmis­
sion of speech not by elec­
trical signals but by light. 
Today’s business leaders 
are able to communicate 
worldwide without paper, 
and can have meetings 
with key staff across the 
globe without leaving ei­
ther their office or even 
their home. Thus the prin­
cipal assets of a company 
have become information, 
or to put it another way. we 
are in a knowledge-based 
economy. The greatest sin­
gle technological input of 
the decade absorbed by Sri 
Lanka has been informa­
tion and communications 
technology.

Everything else pales 
into insignificance in the 
face of the digital electron­
ic revolution sweeping the 
country and penetrating its 
remotest parts. The single 
greatest factor that facilitat­
ed this revolution is the 
fact that it enjoyed broad 
partisan support across tire 
political spectrum. Even if 
politicians and powerful 
decision makers did not 
grasp the full implications 
and impact of the IT revo­
lution, they did not oppose 
it. Now, the pressure is to 
take IT to the rural villag­
es, and make everyone 
electronically literate or e- 
1 iterate.

The most appreciated 
gift by a school principal 
is the gift of a computer, 
the m ost appreciated  
scholarship is in computer 
science as the entire coun­
try tries to catch-up with 
the rest of the world.

Engineers as managers

A s en g in eers  go 
through their lives 

they  are in cre a s in g ly  
called upon to act in a 
management role. That 
requires a particular skill. 
So*ie end up as leaders of
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technology-based compa­
nies or in other parts of 
the manufacturing, con­
struction or service based 
industries or government 
that requires a different 
set of skills.

It is important to distin­
guish between manage­
ment and leadership. If I 
am to quote a simple con­
trasting definition, “Man­
agers do things right, lead­
ers do the right thing”. In 
other words, a leader will 
know what is best to do, 
while a manager knows 
how best to do it.

Some engineers make 
excellent managers and 
never want to be leaders. 
Some have a desire to be 
a leader early in their ca­
reer. Some find, when 
they look w ithin them ­
selves, that they d on’t 
have leadership potential, 
nor do they wish to find 
it. When it comes to engi­
neering and technology 
sectors of industry, how­
ever, companies need en­
gineers with leadership 
skills to run them, not ac­
countants, lawyers or ad­
ministrators. In this con­
text the Chairman of Sony 
summed it up by compar­
ing business with sport. 
“Just as you would not 
have a rugby coach who 
never played the game, 
how can som eone who 
does not understand the 
working of technology or 
engineering take up the 
reins of a technology op­
eration?

An excellent definition 
of what it means to be a 
leader com es from the 
former Governor General 
of Australia, Field Mar­
shal Lord Slim, “There is 
a difference between lead­
ership and management,” 
he said, “Leadership is of 
the spirit compounded of 
personality and vision, its

patience is an art. Manage­
ment is of the mind, a 
matter of accurate calcu­
lation, its practice is sci­
ence. Managers are neces­
sary, leaders are essen­
tial.”

In the 21st century, suc­
cess com es from multi- 
d iscip lined  teams. The 
leader does not need to 
understand the details of 
each team member’s job, 
but must appreciate the 
role they play. The mas­
sive ch an g es brought 
about by the explosion of 
technology will be expe­
rienced by engineers at 
their places of work today. 
Markets w ill be global, 
with companies operating 
from anywhere and com­
peting for business world­
wide against other global 
com p anies. Em ployers 
will be global. We will see 
the growth of virtual com­
panies as well as virtual 
universities and centres of 
learning. The hours of 
work will be flexible and 
many people will work 
from home or transient 
offices. They will work in 
geographical locations to 
suit their family needs.

The dilemma that Sri 
Lanka faces is that in some 
establishments important 
appointments as secretar­
ies of ministries or chair­
men of state corporations 
which are engineering- 
based are held by non-en­
g in eerin g  execu tiv es . 
Som e of these appoint­
ments are political and 
thus result in a detrimen­
tal effect to the progress 
and output of these estab­
lishments. One of the bot­
tlenecks viewed by IESL 
are in the provincial sec­
re ta ria ts . T h e related  
works based mostly in 
engineering covers con­
struction of bridges, roads, 
h ig h w a y s,,, bu ild ings,

housing, irrigation proj­
ects, w ater supply and 
drainage works and pow­
er and energy. We feel that 
policy decisions pertain­
ing to engineering should 
be the bedrock of engi­
neers and not of adminis­
trators.

Cooperation

The application of Sci 
ence and Technology 

is the main agent of indus­
trial economic and social 
development. The promo­
tion of co-operation be­
tween Science and Tech­
nology knowledge produc­
ers in the Universities and 
Research and D evelop­
ment (R&D) Institutions 
and Science and Technol­
ogy (S&T) knowledge us­
ers in industry and the pri­
vate sector is vital in the 
process of innovation and 
commercialization of R&D. 
This is extremely impor­
tant for a developing coun­
try like Sri Lanka with 
economies in transition at 
a time of globalisation and 
changing work patterns.

Universities, public and 
private research institutes, 
industry and government 
have to b ecom e m ore 
c lo se ly  in v o lv ed  and 
aware of the importance of 
co-operation with S&T to 
promote sustainable eco­
nomic and social develop­
ment. Industrial develop­
ment requires education, 
training and technology 
tran sfer. T h is  p rocess 
should be facilitated by 
the promotion of Univer­
sity-Industry  co-op era­
tion. We are glad to note 
that the process is already 
in motion with assistance 
from the Asian Develop­
ment Bank. The adapta­
tion of university engi­
neering education to ad­
dress and promote indus­
trial, economic and social

needs is of param ount 
importance. The industry 
players need the promo­
tion of partnerships be­
tween universities and 
industries in continuing 
engineering education for 
professional engineers. 
The IESL seeks the assist­
ance of industrial organi­
sations to provide th is 
important service to our 
engineers who are follow­
ing engineering education 
at universities which is a 
pre-requisite to have a 
structured course of train­
ing. With the rapid devel­
opment of technologies in 
the industry it is also es­
sential for the university 
teachers to keep abreast of 
the latest developments 
by engaging in research 
studies in industry. We 
request industrial estab­
lishments to provide the 
necessary opportunities to 
the academics.

Creators

The early history of 
creativ e  en g in eers 

provides vital evidence of 
the values, character and 
basic attitudes that estab­
lish their ‘core’ attributes. 
These are u n lik e ly  to 
change through their life. 
The entrepreneurs’ sense 
of values and self-aware­
ness help to establish their 
self-belief and confidence. 
From an early age creative 
engineers set themselves 
targets, u su ally  over a 
short time scale. Achiev­
ing goals increases confi­
dence to tackle more am­
bitious projects. Overcom­
ing setbacks and other tri­
als in life helps to devel­
op the e n tre p re n e u rs ’ 
characteristics, the ability 
to persevere and the resil­
ience to bounce back, par­
ticularly when the going 
gets tough.

It is to give budding en­

gineers this innovative 
and entrepreneur skills 
that IESL conducted the 
Junior Inventor of the Year 
(JIY) competition annual­
ly, open for students be­
tween the ages of 14 to 20 
years, in which five stu­
dents took the honours. 
We request school princi­
pals and teachers to incul­
cate and encourage the 
students to demonstrate 
their skills by taking part 
in the JIY competitions.

Power crisis

The Institution of En 
gineers, Sri Lanka in 

keeping with the Corpo­
rate Plan that was pre­
pared from 2001 to 2006 
w as'aiyp to its Vision and 
M ission statements, and 
to its goals and objectives. 
The power crisis of 2001 
resulting in an increase in 
electricity tariffs with ex­
tended hours of power 
cuts up to five hours was 
viewed seriously by IESL 
as a retrograde step for the 
economic development of 
Sri Lanka. The delay in 
the implementation of the 
coal power project by suc­
cessive governments since 
1990 brought about a cri­
sis that burdened domes­
tic consum ers, industry 
players, hoteliers and the 
co n stru ctio n  industry . 
IESL made extensive pres­
entations to the Minister 
of Power and Energy with 
memorandum to the Pres­
ident, the Prime Minister 
and the Cabinet of M inis­
ters requesting the urgent 
im p lem entation  of the 
Norochcholai Coal Power 
Plant, a cheaper form of 
energy than diesel plants 
in order to avert a cata­
strophic situation to the 
national econom y. We 
are, however, glad to note 
that the government has 
approved the coal power

plant to be installed  in 
T rin co m a le e , w hich  
w ould enable com m is­
sioning by the year 2008. 
However, we regret the 
delay in its implementa­
tion which if  delayed fur­
ther will see more diesel 
power plants connected to 
the National Grid. IESL 
also views with regret the 
delay in implementation 
of the Upper Kotmale Hy­
dro P ro ject desp ite the 
availability  of funds to 
com m ence the pro ject. 
IESL views the protests 
made by various sections 
pertaining to other devel­
opm ent projects which 
have received environ­
mental clearance as a fur­
ther setback to the devel­
opment process and eco 
nom ic upliftm ent of Si 
Lanka.

Construction industry

Our Sri Lankan engi 
neers have received 

accolades and acceptanc­
es internationally in un­
dertaking projects as con­
tractors and consultants. 
But in our own soil, where 
our engineers could excel 
we have to depend on for­
eign consultants and con­
tractors due to the condi­
tions tied to foreign fund­
ed aid packages. Is this 
another way of frustrating 
our engineers when they 
are very capable of deliv­
ering the goods? IESL calls 
upon the government to 
give our Sri Lankan engi­
neers their due place in 
the co n stru c tio n  and 
building industry.

Social responsibility

W ith engineering be 
ing a m ulti-discipli­

nary profession, we can 
no longer remain narrow­
ly confined  to a single 
discipline and hope to be 
gpod practising engineers 
or good professionals. We 
must therefore venture 
out and have our co-vql- 
ues re v o lv in g  arouiid  
conscience, ethics and ac­
countability in the work 
undertaken by us for the 
social, econom ic, cultur­
al and political develop­
ment of our country. I call 
upon our membership to 
demonstrate their profes­
sional and social respon­
sib ilities  in a ll matters 
re la te d  to th e n a tio n  
bu ild in g  p ro cess. It is 
very im portant for the 
government to recognize 
the potential and capabil­
ities o f the professional 
engineer.
A professional engineer is 
one who is capable of as­
suming professional re­
sponsibility for the anal­
ysis o f engineering prin­
ciples in the solution of 
p ro b lem s and a b le  tp 
com m unicate h is ideas 
clearly, concisely and in­
telligibly to others. His or 
her works requires the ex­
ercise of original thought 
and judgem ent and the 
ability to supervise tech­
n ic a l and m an ag eria l 
work of others.


