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INTRODUCTION

I wish to convey my sincere appreciation 
to the Institution for electing me as Presi-
dent for this year. My election is a depar-
ture from precedent, as I have followed 
a somewhat unusual route in the value 
chain of engineering. I hope this may 
have the effect of stimulating enthusiasm 
in the Institution beyond the norm, and 
mostly amongst our young members.

Through my address I am hoping 
to instil not only a sense of change and 
engagement in young engineers, but also 
to ignite a spark towards them shaping 
their own destiny and discovery, thereby 
determining South Africa’s future and 
direction.

Young engineers, the future is indeed 
yours to shape, and what the outcome 
for South Africa and its citizens will be, is 
in your hands.

I will also focus on a subject of great 
importance to the engineer in South 
Africa, especially young engineers, and 
that is our calling towards accountability 
and responsibility. The big difficulty is 
determining the spheres of activity which 
belong respectively to the various stages 
of the engineer’s career – from being 
a junior, through maturing, to eventual 
seniority. In my opinion no such deter-
mination is possible on general grounds, 
as current thinking amongst the various 
generations differs in the approach to 
solutions, philosophy, technology and 
environmental skills.

Richard Rohr (2011) rightly said: 
“Each generation has to make its own 
discoveries of Spirit for itself. If not, we 

just react to the previous generation, 
and often overreact. Or we conform, and 
often over-conform. Neither is a positive 
or creative way to move forward.”

Juniors on the first part of the journey 
invariably think that elders are naïve, sim-
plistic, ‘out of it’ or just superfluous. They 
cannot understand what they have not 
yet experienced. They are totally involved 
in their first task and cannot see beyond 
it. Conversely, if a person has concluded 
and transcended the maturing stages, 
he or she will always have a patient 
understanding of the juniors, and can be 
helpful somewhat naturally (although not 
without trial and error). That is precise-
ly what makes such people elders! To 
quote Richard Rohr again: “Higher stages 
always empathetically include the lower, 
or they are not higher stages!” 

However, we are also seeing another 
dimension to this challenging question, 
namely: Where does an engineer’s 
work begin and where does it end? If 
professional work of any kind is to be 
definitely distributed at all, the basis 
must be wholly arbitrary. Civil engineers 
are a body of professionals who, like 
doctors of medicine, lawyers and others, 
are necessary for the proper working 
and development of a civilised state and 
culture. Engineers are a necessary part 
of the social machinery, and in our pres-
ent developmental state engineers are 
essentially servants of the public. How 
engineers will choose to serve the public 
is left to the individuals themselves. 
The government seeking to establish 
more of a state socialism, without the 
necessary competence and expertise, 

spells disaster, as recently evidenced 
at Medupi and Kusile, and unpleasant 
readings of scandals, liabilities, bank-
ruptcy, corruption and inconvenience 
to the public. Not all can be blamed 
on the state, though; where there is a 
willing buyer, there is a willing seller, 
as was shown in the private enterprise 
corruption scandal amongst the con-
struction firms some time back. History 
has shown how governments across 
the globe had in the past monopolised 
engineering activities, crowding out the 
private engineer (Kanthack 1913). Today 
there is a totally different picture, with 
the shortage of skills quite evident, par-
ticularly in the public sector where there 
is a concerning scarcity of engineers. 
Evidence would suggest that what  
used to be a secure, highly sought- 
after professional career path, is no 
longer the case. What brought about 
this change?

But before we get to expanding 
on that question, I would first like to 
develop a landscape where the future 
generation can ponder and deliberate 
on what they are inheriting. I will outline 
some of the current global patterns 
impacting on the infrastructure space, 
honing in on a closer investigation of 
some of the domestic trends and chal-
lenges concerning South Africa.

CHANGES IN INFRASTRUCTURE

“Infrastructure is a story of evolution. 
It drives social change and economic 
development. It enables us to renew our 
public services and physical surroundings. 

Transitional Generations and the need 
for the young engineer to be counted
“ ... engineering professionals will have to become more entrepreneurial,  
particularly with regard to identifying needs and raising funding.” (Lawless 2000)

In this address I refer to the group of engineering professionals comprising professional engineers, 
technologists and technicians by the collective term “engineers”.
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It allows societies, economies, companies 
and individuals the opportunity to live to 
their full potential.” (Foresight 2015).

Over the past three years, KPMG’s 
global infrastructure practice has 
tracked the annual tides and trends 
driving the world’s infrastructure space. 
It is clear that the delivery of infrastruc-
ture is continuously evolving, so young 
engineers would need to adapt either 
suddenly, even disruptively in some 
sectors, or more slowly in others, de-
pending on circumstances. I would now 
like to share these anticipated trends 
and patterns with you, adding some 
thoughts of my own.
Trend 1: Governments are taking action 
to unlock the project pipelines with the 
establishment of the first G20 Infrastruc-
ture Hub, which could help raise trillions 
of dollars in private infrastructure spend-
ing. Some governments are starting to 
take a more interventionist approach, 
evidenced by the UK’s US$60 billion 
guarantee facility and the Africa Guaran-
tee Fund. Closer to home we have seen 
the development of the SADC 3P unit 
trying to implement uniform policies and 
frameworks across the region.
Trend 2: As urbanisation continues, 
cities are sharpening their focus on urban 
mobility. Increased urban mobility is 
critical, as it not only allows freer flow 
of goods, capital and people, it also pro-
vides a way for the world’s urban poor to 
access jobs, social services and education 
opportunities. Lifting the urban poor out 
of poverty leads to increased tax revenue 
and increased productivity, and offers 
long-term social and economic benefits 
far beyond the cost/benefit productivity 
and land value analysis. The challenge, 
your challenge as young engineers, is 
to find a means to appraise all of these 
benefits.
Trend 3: Better asset performance is 
being implemented. We are witnessing 
governments adopting alternative deliv-
ery and ownership structures. Some are 
looking to the private sector for assis-
tance in improving asset and operational 
efficiency and performance, and leverag-
ing commercial models (e.g. REIPPP, i.e. 
Renewable Energy Independent Power 

Producer Programmme). Governments 
need to improve public services by im-
proving the public utilities. Some assets 
may be moved off the public sector 
books, and in turn the returns from sales 
of these assets can be ploughed back 
into new infrastructure. Success will see 
politicians, regulators and the private 
sector working closely together.
Trend 4: Striking a balance between 
economic and social infrastructure within 
limited financial resources will take prior-
ity. Governments will need to depoliticise 
infrastructure plans, and create a long-
term vision. Economic infrastructure can 
promote national and local economies, 
but social infrastructure encourages the 
economic inclusion of people moving 
out of poverty, thereby increasing the tax 
base to pay for the infrastructure. Thus 
prioritisation of projects will be a focal 
point. Coupled with this is the growing 
demand for engineering professionals 
and their capabilities. This lack of skills 
and talent will be hugely detrimental to 
meeting the ever-increasing infrastruc-
ture challenges. Owners, developers, 
clients, contractors and advisors will 
need to find a way to retain the more 
experienced professionals, while ensuring 
that they share their know-how with the 
young engineers.
Trend 5: Political uncertainty and 
regulatory reform are undermining the 
steady flow of capital to finance-worthy 
projects. Investors are becoming increas-
ingly nervous as evidence of consumer 
protection over investor protection be-
comes more apparent. For the electorate 
this is appealing, but to investors this 
lowers confidence and could undermine 
contract certainty.
Trend 6: As far as market reforms are 
concerned, the current market systems 
may not deliver the efficiency and 
investment needed. The onslaught of 
new-generation sources and technolo-
gy, e.g. gaining efficiencies from smart 
grids and metering, requires changes to 
regulation. South Africa’s own market 
structuring needs change to accommo-
date such rapid technological advances. 
Investors require a stable regulatory 
regime which is consistent and support-

ive of ongoing investment, and which 
allows investors to obtain their returns 
to continue investing, while at the same 
time protecting consumers. 

“A 2007 McKinsey study found that, 
of the world’s potential to make energy- 
efficiency savings in the road sector, 
one third alone could be met from the 
elimination of fuel subsidies in the econo-
mies of the Middle East and Venezuela.” 
(Abiad et al 2014)
Trend 7: There has definitely been a shift 
amongst multilaterals and development 
banks in their operating models and 
performance targets. They are moving 
more towards unlocking of projects 
by becoming involved earlier in the 
projects (often at development stage). 
New infrastructure funds are emerg-
ing with new development banks, e.g. 
the US$100 billion Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank, led by China. There is 
also a growing trend of Export Credit 
Agencies who are developing aggressive 
funding instruments to support their sat-
urated domestic companies in obtaining 
international business.
Trend 8: Big projects come with big 
complexities, and managing such large 
projects is becoming increasingly diffi-
cult. There are many good professional 
engineers and project managers entering 
retirement, and the competition for this 
experience will remain a pattern for many 
years to come.
Trend 9: Many countries are trying to se-
cure energy, water and resources – three 
essential elements needed for growth. 
Water, particularly the scarcity of water, 
has become a challenge in many markets 
and there has been a remarkable increase 
in desalination plants, water and sewage 
treatment, and water distribution assets. 
Water efficiency has become a key ob-
jective for infrastructure assets, especially 
amongst large industrial users, agricul-
ture and power stations. In South Africa 
we have seen a number of challenges 
in the water sector, and securing quality 
water to drive us forward will be a mam-
moth task. In addition, energy efficiency 
can play a significant role. 
Trend 10: Players are going global. 
Especially over the last 12 months we 
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have seen the rise of global operations 
organisations, particularly Chinese firms, 
Spanish contractors and Japanese trading 
houses seeking new opportunities out-
side their domestic markets, or conces-
sionaires with specialist airport, railway, 
water, port and road operators, and 
energy generators and distributors, both 
in emerging and mature markets. 

A further trend to deal with is the 
complexity of civil engineering. The 
evolution of civil engineering over the 
last two centuries has seen the pro-
fession moving from pure structure 
(design and construction) to including 
process engineering (e.g. water supply 
and purification), and now to systems 
(e.g. transportation policy, partnering, 
planning, procurement and financing), 
focusing on a multitude of disciplines. 
Diversity in a system lends itself to 
resilience and stability, and innovation is 
enhanced by recognising differences (po-
litical or religious) within cities and not 
by separation or friction. We have even 
seen the first City Chief Resilience Officer 
position being established, with annual 
forums devising ways to make cities more 
resilient. Thus, the relevance of the civil 
engineer is only limited to where we seek 
our status from.

Infrastructure is the backbone of 
well-functioning economies. In a sample 
of advanced economies, a 1% point of 
GDP increase in investment spending 
raises the level of output by about 0.4% 
in the same year and by 1.5% four years 
after the increase (Abiad et al 2014). 
Abiad et al further explain that the boost 
to GDP a country gets from increasing 
public infrastructure investments tends to 
offset the rise in debt, so that the public-
to-debt-GDP ratio does not rise, resulting 
in public infrastructure investment paying 
for itself, if done properly.

Over the past 20 years, the world 
population grew from 5.7 bn to 7.0 bn, 
with a marked reduction in extreme 
poverty (from 43% in 1990 to 17% in 
2011) and in hunger (from 805 million 
in 1994 to 209 million in 2012). This 
reduction is attributable to a very healthy 
global economic growth, which expand-
ed by an estimated 180% over the past 

20 years, driven mainly by the developing 
world. We have, however, also seen the 
onslaught of violent conflicts and the de-
struction of much needed infrastructural 
assets. How do we protect the innocent 
victims from the destruction of not only 
their lives, but of these assets on which 
so many of us ultimately depend?

The African continent has grown 
remarkably, but more is needed. Supply 
constraints, such as lack of infrastruc-
ture, institutional frameworks, capacity 
and diversification should be addressed, 
with a particular focus on implementa-
tion capacity.

The material base of society deter-
mines the shape of its culture, not the 
other way around (Wuthnow 1992). 
This material base is nothing less than 
the underlying infrastructure – both 
economic and social. Thus, the impor-
tance of the state and the deficiency of 
infrastructure will determine the culture 
under which we will thrive or struggle.

Cities
Late last year National Treasury released 
a report fingering 86 (out of 278) 
municipalities under financial distress 
and 34 more needing close monitoring. 
Intervention through additional funding 
has yielded poor results towards capac-
ity building. “Political interference in 
administrative decision-making processes 
compromises municipal finances, includ-
ing supply-chain management.” (Magu-
bane & Marrian 2014). There is inade-
quate capital spending in infrastructure, 
an increase in debtors, a lack of sound 
budgeting and limited revenue streams. 
Cash flow problems have resulted in the 
wake of the increased levels of irregular, 
unauthorised and wasteful expenditure. 
The inability at basic managerial deci-
sion-making level has resulted in low 
capital spending and a negative impact 
on service delivery. There is continued 
operational (9.9%) and capital infrastruc-
ture (30.6%) budgetary underspending. 

What are you, as Generation Y, 
going to do about this? Would a ‘shared 
services’ talent pool between private 
sector and municipalities render a 
solution towards improved planning, 

budgeting and execution? I believe 
a concept was presented in October 
last year to the Presidential Business 
Working Group, and an implementation 
plan and operational model would be 
proposed at the next Presidential Infra-
structure Task Team meeting.

What we do need is a new appre-
ciation of the responsibility we bear 
in exercising our planning and design 
function. Aesthetics and environmental 
compatibility of projects must be given 
more attention. We need to have the 
courage to recommend to our clients, 
the decision-makers, that minimum cost 
is not the only criterion on which to base 
their decisions.

You as young engineers should take 
up the challenge in local government 
and exercise your expertise, not only 
serving as engineers, but by claiming 
the right to influence policy. You have to 
become involved in your own direction. 
Eric Hall, SAICE’s 1973 President, said: 
“We must be concerned in what we do 
and not only in how it should best be 
done.” (Hall 1973)

Insufficient planning
Insufficient planning, and being reactive 
as opposed to proactive, can have dire 
consequences, as evidenced in Polok-
wane where the city ran out of bulk 
water and sewerage capacity, because 
of not being proactive and taking its 
SDF responsibilities (Spatial Development 
Frameworks) seriously (Slater 2014). As 
a result a moratorium was placed on any 
new developments in May 2013 because 
of the shortage of water and the limited 
sewerage capacity. Such unaccountabil-
ity leads to developers and businesses 
relocating to greener pastures, resulting 
in vacant areas in malls, a smaller tax 
revenue base and lower job creation. 

Unemployment
South Africa’s unemployment rate is cur-
rently 25.5%, with 67.5% of the total 
unemployed being between 15 and 34 
years of age (Stats SA 2014). One of the 
long-term solutions for unemployment 
is providing practical and/or vocational 
training, in addition to ensuring the 
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more academically focused route (such 
as university). Coping with this major 
challenge among our youth is of para-
mount importance.

Energy crisis
Although South Africa has made massive 
strides in electricity connections since 
1994 (11 million connections in 2014), 
the country only ranks 83rd globally out of 
129 countries in the 2014 annual Energy 
Trilemma Index published by the World 
Energy Council (SANEA 2014). The En-
ergy Trilemma measures energy security, 
energy equity (access and affordability) 
and environmental sustainability. The 
scores for each measure was 42nd, 85th 

and 129th respectively. The low score is 
attributable to the electricity mix utilising 
coal, and the fact that the renewable 
programme has not filtered through yet. 
In comparison, Botswana ranks 91st, Na-
mibia 88th and Zimbabwe 129th. Invest-
ment in South Africa’s energy infrastruc-
ture indeed needs further support, and 
new thinking and a new approach need 
to be applied.

Road transport
Our road infrastructure is worth over 
R1 trillion and requires R30 billion a year 
for maintenance. Due to limited resources 
we are unable to move fast enough to 
improve all our roads (GCIS 2013). The 
user-pay principle is nothing new in our 
society. As a matter of fact, as early as 
1923 this principle was raised by the then 
SAICE President, Major Beaton:

“The cost of bringing these roads 
into a condition suitable for mechanical 
traction would amount to, probably, 
the enormous sum of £50 000 000, a 
figure entirely beyond what the present 
financial condition of the country can 
warrant; consequently, unless the users 
of the road are prepared to pay for the 
reconstruction of the roads to carry mod-
ern traffic, one cannot look for any great 
development in mechanical traction on 
the present-day roads in South Africa.” 
(Beaton 1923)

Through transport infrastructure in-
vestments there has been improvements 
in economic efficiency and timeous 

movements of goods and services. This 
has further advanced the economic 
development of the region, and South 
Africa’s transport infrastructure such 
as ports, rail, pipelines and roads are 
serving as a gateway to Africa. However, 
we cannot escape the fact that South 
African road users need to change their 
behaviour when it comes to road safety. 
Road accidents are estimated to cost the 
economy R306 billion a year, not to men-
tion the sad loss of life and damage to 
families. How do we cultivate this change 
within the system?

The environment
With climate change becoming a 
serious concern, and the building 
sector contributing to more than 40% 
of global energy use and one third of 
global greenhouse gas emissions, better 
sustainable ways to improve construc-
tion need to be found. We have seen 
a number of businesses in South Africa 
starting to adopt the Green Star ratings 
approach for buildings, e.g. Aurecon 
and Nedbank. I believe further creativity 
and innovation utilising ‘green’ technol-
ogy will see this area of expertise grow, 
as young engineers are more attuned to 
these skills and competence.

Social conscience
Lastly, evidence from a variety of 
sources identifies that inadequate social 
infrastructure is not just an inconve-
nience, but has significant long-term 
consequences and associated costs. A 
lack of good social infrastructure results 
in related social problems, such as 
isolation, mental health problems, fear 
of crime, and issues with community co-
hesion. With the assault of urbanisation, 
new communities and informal sectors 
will appear, and the challenge for young 
engineers will be:

�� to plan for long-term positive effects 
through friendly infrastructure and 
sustainable networks;

�� to create sustainable designs which 
incorporate the views of both the 
rural and urban communities; and for

�� community leaders to include the 
views of the 91% of people who 

believe that public parks and open 
spaces improve the quality of life.

The benefits of investing in infrastructure 
depend on a number of factors, one of 
which is issuing debt financing that has 
a larger output effect than when public 
investment is financed through the raising 
of taxes or cutting other spending (Abiad 
et al 2014). In South Africa the gains are 
still likely to be large if there is a clear iden-
tifiable need and efficient investing, today 
and in the future. It is up to our young 
engineers to drive this powerful impetus 
for economic activity and job creation. 

CHALLENGES FOR THE YOUTH

What are the immediate and impending 
challenges that we as an Institution, 
and in particular the next generation of 
engineers, have to take accountability 
and responsibility for? I will discuss some 
broad-stroked challenges.

Partnerships
The means of achieving a better life for 
all and meeting all our challenges will not 
come through a divided state and private 
sector spheres, but through improved 
collaboration and through striving to 
work together rather than apart.

The concept of partnering is not new. 
A scheme of partnering with the private 
sector to deliver, operate and transfer 
Agricultural Tram Lines in South Africa 
was, for example, first suggested in 1923 
(Beaton 1923).

In whatever form this partnering 
takes place, whether through loosely 
non-binding commitments, joint ven-
tures or more formalised partnerships 
as envisaged under the large conces-
sion-based Renewable Energy Inde-
pendent Power Producers Programme, 
the inadequate resources in terms of 
human capacity, time and finances will 
force us as engineers to seek innovation, 
work more closely together with each 
sector, embrace technological advances 
and deliver on a mandate. The National 
Development Plan (NDP) offers a credible 
platform for transitioning the economy 
to a faster-growing and more inclusive 
one. The NDP and its Strategic Integrated 
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Projects indeed lend themselves to fur-
ther partnering with the private sector, 
for example in operational and mainte-
nance contracts for periods of between 
five and 20 years. This would encourage 
further investment, job creation and 
freed-up capacity within the public sector 
to focus on core delivery functions. 

“Business is a key partner in ensuring 
that the NDP becomes a reality: adding 
value, innovating, fostering technolog-
ical progress and knowledge transfer, 
and creating jobs.” (Engineering News 
November 2014, Nene)

A good example of this is the 
R52 billion PRASA (Passenger Rail 

Agency of South Africa) acquisition 
of new rolling stock and supporting 
maintenance transaction. The private 
sector has entered into an agreement 
to construct a manufacturing facility 
to locally produce close to 600 new 
trains, and a second agreement to 
maintain these over a period of 10 and 
18 years respectively.

How then, as the aspiring pro-
fessionals of today, are you going to 
influence a greater collaboration, and 
greater consultation and risk sharing 
between the private and public sector? 
Who are you going to hold accountable, 
if not yourself?

Asian members per age group

63%

37%
(263)

(445)

Asian < 36 Asian >=36

Black members per age group

74%
(2 693)

26%
(922)

Black < 36 Black >=36

Coloured members per age group

49%
(232)

51%
(238)

Coloured < 36 Coloured >=36

Female members per age group

83%
(1 326)

17%
(265)

Female < 36 Female >=36

Male members per age group

40%
(3 834)60%

(5 782)

Male  < 36 Male >=36

White members per age group

29%

71%
(4 269)

(1 770)

White < 36 White >=36
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Transformation
If we look at South Africa over the past 
20 years, the following are some interest-
ing observations:

��  In 1994 I had the privilege of casting 
my first democratic vote, because of 
eligibility of age. What an experience!

��  We had a number of sporting events 
that unified South Africans and we 
obtained acceptance into the BRICS 
arena. 

��  The JSE ALL Share Index has in-
creased ten-fold as a result of a 
rampant property market, healthy 
economic growth and stagnant infla-
tion, resulting in many South Africans 
being better off.

We have also seen the evolution of 
Broad-Based Black Economic Empower-
ment, and the rising middle class in all 
demographics of our society. This is also 
reflected in SAICE’s membership statistics 
where 43% of our members now hail 
from the previously disadvantaged sec-
tion of our population (54% are white 
and 3% are unspecified). Of the 43% 
Black, Coloured and Asian members, 
70% are under 36 years of age, while 
30% of our white members are under 
36. It is interesting to note, too, that 
ladies (all races) make up 14% of SAICE’s 
total membership. (Also see analysis on 
page 6.)

Transformation cannot be left to 
chance. Transformation by its defini-
tion is proactive towards achieving 
a more representative demographic 
society. Drawing on the presidential 
address of SAICE’s 1994 President, 
Brian Bruce, there are three main 
thrusts in this respect:

��  A continuous effort to promote civil 
engineering as a career at school and 
vocational facilities, especially in less 
privileged areas;

��  A direct effort to encourage the 
young members of our Institution to 
take up the challenge of serving, on 
a voluntary basis, the profession and 
the Institution’s respective structures 
(branches, council, executive board, 
divisions), for therein I believe lies the 
solution of creating and transforming 
a better life for all; and

�� A concerted effort to ensure 
that candidate engineers follow 
a well-established programme 
towards professional registration 
through initiatives implemented by 
SAICE’s PDAP (Professional Develop-
ment and Projects).

If you will allow me, I would like to 
exercise some poetic licence in adapting 
a phrase from the historically famous 
speech by Reverend Martin Luther 
King Junior: I have a dream that one 
day all civil engineers will be judged 
not by their inheritance, but by their 
skill and competence, and by the value 
they create for society. You, the young 
engineer, need to rise up and ensure 
that the transformation agenda is met 
on a balanced basis, without hindering 
economic and social development within 
the confines of our resources.

Transitional generations
Few biblical stories have so captured 
the imagination of people than the 
story of the three wise men from the 
east, the Magi. In art and poetry every 
aspect of this strange story has been 
mulled over, elaborated on, prayed 
about. The Magi themselves have come 
to represent all who are searching for 
the truth. For some, they stand for 
the three stages of human experience 
– youth, maturity and age. For others 
they hint at the world-wide quest for 
justice – from Asia, Africa, Europe 
(Catholic Link 2015).

My story is about the varying stages 
of human experience – youth, maturity 
and age – or the young engineer, the 
maturing engineer and the senior engi-
neer. This distinction is perhaps better 
recognised by more common terms 
such as the Millennials/Generation-Y/
Young Engineers (born 1981–2000), 
Generation-X/Maturing Engineers 
(born 1965–1980), Baby Boomers (born 
1946–1964) and the Traditionalists (born 
1900–1945) / collectively titled Senior 
Engineers. Some of the subtle and not 
so subtle generational differences have 
definite bearing on how we perform our 
work (also refer to the appendix at the 
end of this address).

If the Traditionalists/Baby Boomers 
are still wondering if there is really a 
difference in thinking compared to when 
they were young, I would like to illustrate 
a difference. I had the good fortune to 
hear a story about Graeme Codrington’s 
(a futurist and motivator) daughter, 
who at the age of six was travelling in a 
vehicle with her father. In front of them a 
truck was billowing dark exhaust fumes. 
The six-year old, on passing the truck, 
took down its logo and when she got 
home, and with the assistance of her 
father, located the name and address of 
the company on the internet. The envi-
ronmentally concerned little girl wrote 
the name of the company on a piece of 
paper and stuck it on the kitchen fridge, 
banning the family from ever buying 
products from this company. Her sister 
then proceeded to write a blog asking 
everyone to refrain from purchasing from 
this particular company as they were 
damaging the environment. They aptly 
added further companies to this ‘sanc-
tioned’ list. The Millennials are more con-
cerned about the environment and the 
impact on the community than any other 
generation, and are prepared to utilise 
technology to make a difference. Their 
desire is to drive the concept of ‘ubuntu’ 
much further than before. 

Maturing society, and I make spe-
cific reference to some politicians here, 
require persuasion rather than being 
told “that it must be so”. This is a trait 
the Millennials quite easily adapt to, 
whilst the elders take umbrage to the 
questioning. If one empowers deci-
sion-makers with knowledge, persua-
sion will be easier.

Self-integrity is a term I only recently 
came across whilst listening to an inter-
view on the radio between the presenter 
and two recent matriculants who had 
together obtained 17 distinctions. The 
question that was posed to them was: 
What in their opinion, on a broad level, 
are the most daunting challenges facing 
South Africa today? The matriculants’ 
mature answers were profound – quality 
of education, corruption, self-integrity, 
accountability, and being responsible 
in taking the initiative by becoming 
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engaged. Of the list, accountability and 
self-integrity ranked the highest. What 
this illustrates to me is that the youth 
want every person to take a hard view of 
themselves and to critique themselves. 
With accountability comes enormous 
responsibility. To have integrity, is to be 
ethical, truthful, noble, honourable, sin-
cere, trustworthy, upstanding and moral. 

I don’t believe the Traditionalists 
or the Baby Boomers will achieve the 
change necessary to take South Africa 
and the continent forward in meeting the 
National Development Plan or Millen-
nium Development Goals, but they can 
certainly play an instrumental role. With 
the assistance of Generation X (which 
includes me, and where the biggest gap 
of engineers exist in our society) we have 
to place our faith and trust in the hands 
of the Millennials. You young engineers 
will be the ones to achieve and create a 
better quality of life for all. 

My plea to the young engineer is to 
be bold, have courage, never be afraid to 
take the initiative, become engaged, and 
most importantly, to judge your self- 
integrity and assess your accountability 
on a regular basis.

My plea to the more senior engineers 
is to listen, observe, guide, mentor and 
embrace the energy, enthusiasm, passion 
and innovation of the younger members of 
our profession, identifying those who will 
become the future leaders, directing policy 
and influencing politicians in making a 
great South Africa, and a great Africa.

A two-way trade, through learning 
and communicating, between the senior 
engineer and the young engineer, I 
believe is the way we are going to see 
change. Young engineers come out of 
university with a philosophy of improving 
the ethical state and doing more for the 
community of our country. This was con-
firmed through a brief survey conducted 
by Peter Kleynhans (SAICE 2013 Presi-
dent) whereby, when asked how young 
engineers see the role of senior engineers 
in assisting change, the common thread 
was: embracing innovation through 
technology, promoting ethical behaviour, 
not to be one-dimensional, and to adopt 
a more liberating approach. Millennials 

are familiar with the latest trends in 
technology; they have innovative ideas, 
a desire for change, greatly care for and 
have knowledge about the environment, 
and an increased want for community 
involvement; but more importantly, the 
Millennials have the energy and the pas-
sion. Traditionalists and Baby Boomers, I 
request you to listen to them.

One of my key aims as President will 
indeed be to encourage the youth and 
elders towards bridging the gap in com-
munication. After all, it’s the youth who 
will provide the leadership, with guidance 
from the elders.

At this point I would like to share 
with you the words of a very wise elder: 
“What counts in life is not the mere fact 
that we have lived. It is what difference 
we have made to the lives of others that 
will determine the significance of the life 
we lead.” (Nelson Mandela)

Leadership
Senior engineers should take note that the 
Millennials want to be led. They desire the 
coaching, mentoring, supervision and skills 
transfer to make them more competent, 
and to increase their own knowledge so 
that they can be more accountable. Young 
engineer, don’t just hear. Listen. Listen 
carefully and absorb. Don’t be afraid to 
query. Become engaged in whatever way. 
Take responsibility and accountability for 
your actions, because if there is no change, 
you are the only ones who can be blamed. 
You, and to a lesser extent the maturing 
engineer, hold the power for your de-
scendants. The senior engineer is there to 
guide, nurse and strengthen that power to 
enable you to realise your true potential.

It is no longer sufficient for us as civil 
engineers to accept instructions. By our 
depth of knowledge and understand-
ing of the implications of our plans we 
have a responsibility for our own terms 
of reference. We must take part in the 
direction of our own efforts. There is an 
art in planning, so we need to develop 
our intuition and become attuned to the 
opinion of the ordinary man.

You as young engineers can become 
involved in SAICE initiatives, but even if you 
don’t choose this route, be engaged so 

that you can help form the future and ma-
terial base of the culture you wish to serve.

“True leadership is not about im-
position or control. It lies in the ability 
to explore possibilities, of remaining 
flexible and nimble, in welcoming chaos 
and disorder and developing dynamic 
equilibrium.” (Sam Amod, SAICE Presi-
dent 2006)

In summary
�� There is wide-spread popular disen-
chantment with the current ruling 
party’s performance, as evidenced 
in the rapidly increasing incidence of 
service delivery protests, indepen-
dent industrial action outside of the 
bargaining council frameworks, and 
popular protests by civil society in 
general (e.g. anti-etolls, street traders, 
equal-education movement).

�� Leadership is needed to prevent a 
stagnant or declining economy to cre-
ate jobs, reduce the inequality gaps, 
and eradicate abject poverty.

�� There is an urgent need to turn 
around the country’s municipalities 
and ensure adequate performance 
and increased capacity.

��  Accountability is necessary in plan-
ning, implementation, execution, 
operation and maintenance at all 
stages of the delivery cycle.

�� Macro-policies need to be reviewed, 
including bulk infrastructure pertain-
ing to water and electricity supply 
that would allow beneficiation of 
locally manufactured goods.

�� Enhanced regional integration, par-
ticularly for Africa, is a must and not 
a choice. To sustain Africa’s current 
economic performance, sub-regional 
markets need to become embedded 
in the global economy. 

�� In a changing world of rapid technology, 
the youth are the ones who will com-
bine the new with the old, and who will 
accelerate delivery through innovation.

SAICE INITIATIVES

Involvement in the following more 
recent SAICE initiatives will add to the 
empowerment of young engineers:
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��  Infrastructure Report Card Panel 
The recently established Infrastructure 
Report Card Panel is a move by the In-
stitution to further the relevance of the 
Infrastructure Report Card, which was 
published in 2006 and 2011. The aim 
of the Panel is also to promote the pro-
fession, and issue viewpoints and policy 
statements on important matters. 
The introduction of the Infrastructure 
Development Act (June 2014) lends 
itself to operationalise the NDP. It could 
also give credence to the next SAICE 
Infrastructure Report Card as a basis for 
a planning, monitoring and evaluation 
tool. We are hoping, together with 
the CSIR, to conduct the necessary 
research during the course of this year 
to enable re-grading of the current 
status of the South African infrastruc-
ture. In addition, I recently assisted the 
Nigerian Society towards developing 
their own Infrastructure Report Card, 
thus fostering greater collaboration and 
consultation on the continent.

��  Civilution Forum 
Development of the Civilution Forum 
took place throughout 2014, the birth 
of which emanated from the Civilu-
tion Congress that was held in April 
2014. It is the culmination of SAIIE, 
SAIEE, SAIMechE, SAFCEC, SASTT, 
SAISC, CSSA, TCI, SAAMA, SARF, 
IMESA and SAICE coming together to 
address the challenges affecting our 
country (see description of acronyms 
at the end of this address). Initiatives 
would include, amongst others:
 y  Promoting the profession of en-

gineering and built environment 
professionals;

 y  Influencing decision-makers and 
policy towards improvement in 
the quality of infrastructure de-
livery and operation, and mainte-
nance thereof; and

 y  Promoting the science of engi-
neering and ensuring acceptable 
quality of professionals.

��  SAICE (Pty) Ltd 
Recent legislative changes to the 
Companies Act had made it neces-
sary for SAICE’s Executive Board to 
review the current structure of the 

Institution. It was decided at Council 
to establish a separate SAICE compa-
ny to meet the operational require-
ments to best service our members. 
Thus there now exists SAICE as the 
Institution and SAICE as the new 
company. SAICE (Pty) Ltd will have 
one shareholder, that being SAICE 
the Institution, who will be repre-
sented by Council. This year will see 
the operationalising and staffing of 
SAICE (Pty) Ltd.

�� PMCD 
The establishment of the Project 
Management and Construction Divi-
sion (PMCD) was meant to take over 
from the Procurement and Delivery 
Management Panel in combina-
tion with the defunct Construction 
Division. I would like to bring the 
construction fraternity back into the 
fold through the PMCD. Thus clients, 
consultants and contractors can once 
again speak with one voice towards 
influencing policy and effecting 
greater partnering.

�� CPD 
A further focus of the Institution will 
be on raising the technical compe-
tence of its members through its 
branches and divisions. This is an 
important task, which is executed 
in close association with the En-
gineering Council of South Africa 
(ECSA), and an internal programme 
of continuing professional develop-
ment (CPD), coordinated by SAICE’s 
Education and Training Panel.

�� SAFEO, FAEO, WFEO 
SAICE will continue building on 
current initiatives, including interna-
tional work already under way with 
the Southern African Federation of 
Engineering Organisations (SAFEO), 
the World Federation of Engineering 
Organisations (WFEO) and the Feder-
ation of African Engineering Organisa-
tions (FAEO), particularly in respect of 
capacity building and young member 
matters. Globalisation is driving com-
petition and SAICE is well positioned 
to bridge existing gaps between 
African states to support sustainable 
development amid this competition.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Our Institution should do all in its 
power to maintain a high standard of 
qualifications for membership, and in 
the course of time make its influence 
sufficiently felt to endow its members 
with a certain measure of public confi-
dence. The membership of our Insti-
tution should carry weight with public 
bodies and private individuals who wish 
to employ engineers.

My challenge to our young engineers is:

�� To understand and act upon the path 
that needs to be transformed, instil 
trust into the system and enhance a 
better life for all;

�� To take up your calling, challenge the 
processes, challenge the thinking, 
challenge the innovative space;

�� To share your knowledge and expe-
rience, as I believe there is some little 
part of us that can always add value;

�� To act with honour and integrity 
and to not be afraid to set someone 
straight (it adds credence to your 
character);

�� To remember to enjoy what you are 
doing, else one day you may regret it;

�� To not be afraid of protecting what you 
inherit; just as any group of individuals 
has the right to challenge the status 
quo through demonstrations, so, too, 
do you have the right to protect the 
innocent victim against the abuse or 
destruction of developed infrastructure;

�� To never forget that you cannot es-
cape the wisdom held by more senior 
engineers, as it is the senior engineers 
who will provide the necessary guid-
ance and coaching to reduce your 
mistakes, and who will mentor and 
nurture your abilities to extract the 
maximum potential, thereby contrib-
uting to your ultimate success; and

�� Lastly (and this is a personal challenge 
to all young engineers) to be the next 
youngest Presidential successor!

My message to the senior engineers of 
our society is:

�� To embrace new ideas and listen to 
the young engineers, for they will 
be able to transform your thinking 
and processes with operationally 
efficient improvements;
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�� To support and mentor the young en-
gineers, for they will be the ones who 
will be propping up and sustaining 
the legacy you have created;

�� To manage differently – your 
professionals of today are from the 
Y-generation who do not fully accept 
staid rules and procedures without 
properly understanding the rationale;

�� To get rid of your pride, and diligently 
help identify the future leaders – just be-
cause someone is young does not mean 
he or she can’t be intuitive or creative; 

�� To help develop and create value to 
society, not only at home, but also on 
the continent, through imparting and 
sharing your accumulated knowledge, 
wisdom and experience, thereby de-
livering a better and enhanced society 
for all.

“We are in a transitional time, a hopeful 
bridge-building generation. Maybe every 
age is. Most little people born onto this 
planet have known that they are first the 
children of their parents and the par-
ents of their children. We always stand 
in-between. We hold hands tightly and 
gracefully and know we must finally let 
go. This is the fate of all humans. It is 
humble, partial, a mere link in a universal 
chain of being. For most folks it has been 
enough, and it is amazing that the (we) 
baby boomers ever thought it would be 
different for us. Let’s try. It’s the only life 
that we have on this planet. I am content 
to build bridges that the next generation 
might possibly walk on. I am happy and 
even freed to be part of a merely transi-
tional generation.” (Rohr 1995)
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Traditionalists Baby Boomers Generation X
Millennials

(Generation Y)

Birth Years 1900–1945 1946–1964 1965–1980 1981–2000

Influencers

WWII 
Korean War
Great Depression  
Space Age

Experienced hard times while 
growing up, which were fol-
lowed by times of prosperity.

Post-war babies who grew 
up to be radicals of the 70s 
and yuppies of the 80s.

‘The American Dream’ was 
promised to them as children 
and they pursue it. As a re-
sult they are seen as greedy, 
materialistic and ambitious.

Their perceptions are 
shaped by growing up 
having to take care of 
themselves early, and 
watching their politicians 
lie and their parents get 
laid off.

They hope to be the next 
great generation and want 
to turn around all the 
‘wrong’ they see in the 
world today.

First generation of children 
with schedules.

Core values

Adhere to rules
Conformers
Disciplined
Do not question authority
Hard workers
Savers
Trust government

Anti-government
Anything is possible
Optimism
Spend now, worry later
Team-orientated
Trust no one over 30

Balance
Entrepreneurial
Fun
Independent
Informal
Self-reliant
Suspicious of baby boomer 
values
Think globally

Achievement
Civic duty
Diversity
Extreme fun
High morals
Self-confident
Members of global com-
munity
Extremely techno savvy

Attributes

Committed to company
Conservative
Hard-working
Ethical
Task-orientated

Challenge authority
Competent
Consensus leadership
Ethical
Live to work

Crave independence
Confident
Ethical
Flexible
Focus on results
Work/life balance

Ambitious but not entirely 
focused. 
Look to the workplace for 
direction and to help them 
achieve their goals.
Have not lived without 
computers.
Open to new ideas.
Seek responsibility early in 
their roles.

Family Traditional Mom stayed at home Dual income Coddled kids

Value Family/community Success Time Individuality

Dealing with money
Save, save, save Buy now, pay later Cautious

Conservative
Earn to spend

Work ethic
Dedicated
Company first

Workaholic
Quality

Balance
Eliminate the task

Multi-tasking
Entrepreneurial

Focus Task Relationships and results Tasks and results Global and networked

Technology Adapted Acquired Assimilated Integral

Entitlement Seniority Experience Merit Contribution

Workplace view on 
time at work

Punch the clock Visibility is key
Workaholics

Project-orientated Effective workers gone at 
5 pm on dot. 
View work as a ‘gig’ or 
something that fills the 
time between weekends.

Workplace view on 
skills building

Training happens on the job. Skills are an ingredient to 
success but not as import-
ant as work ethic and ‘face 
time’

Amassed skills will lead to 
next job; the more they 
know the better.

Training is important. Mo-
tivated by learning/want to 
see immediate results.

View on work/life 
balance

Work hard to maintain job 
security

Hesitant of taking too 
much time off work for 
fear of losing their place on 
the corporate team. 
Imbalance between work 
and family.

Focus on clearer balance 
between work and family.

Not only balance between 
work and life, but balance 
with work, life and com-
munity involvement and 
self-development. Flex time, 
job sharing and sabbaticals 
will be requested more.

APPENDIX
Abridged version created by the author from the Generational Differences Chart
(the full chart can be found on www.wmfc.org)
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Traditionalists Baby Boomers Generation X
Millennials

(Generation Y)

Work ethic and 
values

Adhere to rules
Dedicated
Duty before fun
Loyal

Dislike conformity and 
rules
Value collaboration
Want respect from  
younger workers.

Expect to influence the 
terms and conditions of 
the job
Outcome-orientated and 
output-focused

Believe that because of 
technology they can work 
flexibly anytime, anyplace 
and that they should be 
evaluated on the work prod-
uct – not on how and when 
or where they got it done.
Mentoring and training are 
important.

Preferred work  
environment

Conservative Flat organisational  
hierarchy

Functional
Efficient
Informal

Collaborative
Highly creative
Diverse

What they look for 
in a job

Value placed on history/tra-
ditions
Job security and stability
Clearly defined rules/policies

Ability to ‘shine’ / be a ‘star’
Fit in with company vision 
and mission

Dynamic young leaders
Forward thinking company
Flexibility in scheduling

Flexible schedules
Want to be evaluated on 
output not input on the 
work product itself.
Expect to get paid well.
They want to make a 
difference.

Keys to working 
with them

Follow rules well but want 
procedures.
Tend to be frustrated by what 
they see as a lack of discipline, 
respect, logic and structure, 
especially if the workplace is 
more relaxed or spontaneous.
Private, subtle recognition.

Want to hear that their 
ideas matter.
Are motivated by their 
responsibilities to others.
Don’t take criticism well.
Less likely to offer neces-
sary recognition.
Rewarded with money 
and like praise and title 
recognition.

Give them time to pursue 
other interests.
Allow them to have fun at 
work.
Want independence in the 
workplace and informality.
Give them the latest tech-
nology.
Want to be rewarded with 
time off.
Freedom is the best 
reward.

Want to work with bright, 
creative people.
Want to be treated re-
spectfully.
Raised to feel valued and 
very positive about them-
selves, they see as a sign of 
disrespect any requirement 
to do things just because 
this is the way it has always 
been done or to pay one’s 
dues.
Provide variety.
Interactive work environ-
ment.
Provide supervision and 
structure.

Mentoring

Investment in long-term  
commitment.
Actions with focus on  
standards and norms.
Respect their experience.

Teach them balance: work, 
family, financial, etc.
Need to know they are 
valued.
Emphasise that their deci-
sion is a good one and a 
victory for them.

Listen – learn!
Provide learning and devel-
opment opportunities.
Provide situations to try 
new things.
Use their peers as  
testimonials.

Encouragement to explore 
new avenues through 
breaking rules.
Challenge them.
Respect them.
Allow options, including 
working from home and 
flex time.
Be impressed with their 
decisions.

Career development

Not really an option. Just 
taught to keep their nose to 
the grindstone. The ultimate 
goal was simply to move up 
within the organisation, but 
realised this happened only to 
a few.

Focus on developing their 
careers through opportu-
nities within one organ-
isation or at least one 
industry. Moved up based 
on seniority, not always on 
skill and expertise.

Take a proactive approach 
to career development 
through more degrees and 
experiences both within 
and without the  
organisation.

Millennials will enter the 
work force with more 
experiences than any other 
generation before them. 
They will continue to seek 
this through requests for 
more experiences and 
opportunities. If they don’t 
get it at work, they will 
seek it elsewhere.
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