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ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEER .. ... WHITHER GOEST THOU?1 

By Roy F Weston, 2 P.E. 

The Twentieth Century, to date, has been a fabulous period in the history of 
the world and in the development of the United States. The period has 
experienced the most dramatic changes in human life style, convenience, 
and comfort that the world has known. All but a small minority in our U.S. 
society routinely enjoy the benefits of food, clothing, housing, health care, 
conveniences, leisure, and mobility that were unavailable to even the ex
tremely wealthy in prior times. 

The United States has been a leader in the upgrading of its citizens' stan
dard of living. This upgrading has occurred in a society with a democratic 
political system and free enterprise economic system. It has occurred during 
a period of high improvement in labor productivity, large increases in per 
capita use of energy, and an ample supply of natural resources. Also, it has 
occurred during a period in which it has been learned that the processes of 
living, making a living, and improving the standard of living may create 
conditions that have an adverse impact on the health and welfare of seg
ments of our society, and on elements of the natural and man-made environ
ments. 

The occurrence of adverse impacts demonstrated the need for a branch of 
engineering concerned with the prevention and/or correction of adverse im
pacts on health, welfare, and the environment. Consequently, the engineer
ing discipline's predecessors to environmental engineering came into being. 

Prior to the 1940's, these predecessors worked primarily on activities related 
to public health. They were generally called sanitary or public health engi
neers. Their primary concerns were the control of disease associated with 
polluted water, contaminated food, vector control, and working conditions. 
Water pollution was just emerging.as a national problem. 

1The Annual Thomas R. Camp Lecture, presented at a meeting of the Environmental Group, 
March 7, 1979. 

2Chairman and President, Weston Designers-Consultants, West Chester, PA. 
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The government-sponsored environmental programs of those days were un
der the general direction of the medical profession. The sanitary and public 
health engineers frequently worked as members of interdisciplinary teams. 
They learned to understand the support sciences and to work with and use 
scientists in the development of engineering solutions to health problems. 

In the 1940's and 1950's, the primary environmental activity was water 
pollution control. All of the states passed water pollution control legislation, 
and the Federal government sponsored training and research and instituted 
its first grants for sewage treatment construction. Air pollution control and 
solid waste disposal were emerging as national problems. The handling, 
treatment, and disposal of radioactive wastes and radiation protection were 
addressed, but did not develop into a major environmental engineering ac
tivity. The regulatory concept of pollution control without regard to cost 
became prevalent during this period. 

Sanitary engineering was first officially defined in 1943. The American Sani
tary Engineering lntersociety Board was formed in 1955. It adopted the 
following definition of Sanitary Engineer: 

"The professional occupational title 'Sanitary Engineer' shall apply to ..... (those) who have 
fitted themselves by suitable specialized training, study, and experience (a) to conceive, design, 
appraise, direct and manage engineering works and projects developed, as a whole or in part, 
for the protection and promotion of the public health, particularly as it relates to the improve
ment of man's environment, and (b) to investigate and correct engineering works· and other 
projects that are capable of injury to the public health by being or becoming faulty in concep
tion, design, direction, or management. 

"The practice of sanitary engineering includes the following activities: 

I. Surveys, reports, designs, reviews, direction, management, operation, and investigation of 
works or programs for: 

a. Water supply, treatment, and distribution. 

b. The collection, treatment and disposal of community wastes, viz., sanitary sewage, 
industrial wastes, and refuse, including salvage and reclamation of useful components 
of such wastes. 

c. The control· of pollution of surface waterways and ground waters, and of surface and 
subsurface soils. 

d. Milk and food sanitation. 

e. Housing and institutional sanitation. 

f. Insect and vermin control or eradication. 

g. Rural, camp, and recreation place sanitation. 

h. The control of atmospheric pollution and air quality and of light, noise, vibration, and 
toxic materials, including application to work spaces in industrial establishments (in
dustrial hygiene engineering). 

i. The prevention of radiation exposure. 

j. Other fields that have as their major objective the control of environmental factors 
affecting health. 
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2. Professional research and development work supporting the activities listed in I. 

3. Responsible teaching of sanitary engineering subjects in educational institutions of recog
nized standing. 

It should be noted that sanitary engineering is interdisciplinary. Also, it is 
significant that sanitary engineers accepted the responsibility for correcting 
the problems created by others. They assigned themselves the responsibility 
of being the "clean-up profession." However, they did not require of them
selves that they perform this function economically. 

During this period, the primary environmental control activity was correct
ing existing water pollution problems (i.e., catching-up). Most of the prob
lems of water pollution control were not directly health related. They in
volved fish and wildlife protection, aesthetics, nuisance control, and resource 
degradation and use. 

The new technologies were oriented toward improvement of treatment pro
cesses to meet more restrictive treatment standards, and development of 
techniques for assessing environmental impact for establishing pollution con
trol requirements to meet ambient environmental quality standards. Thus, 
the interests of the 1950's initiated a broader base for what is now called 
environmental engineering. 

During the 1960's, the profession responded to the obvious need for better 
management of our resources. It embraced the concepts of air, water, and 
land resources management. In addition, it endorsed the concepts of waste 
recovery and reuse. Resources economics emerged as a technical discipline, 
and a number of environmental engineers entered the resources economics 
field. 

The change in emphasis from health to general environment, plus the bias of 
non-civil engineers and the industrial sector against the word "sanitary," 
created the climate for changing the name of the American Academy of 
Sanitary Engineers to the American Academy of Environmental Engineers 
(1965). 

It was in the 1960's that the profession accepted, for the first time, leadership 
of pollution control programs by a lawyer. The concept of non-degradation 
of the environment evolved during this period, as did the democratic process 
concepts of public participation and citizens' and class action lawsuits. The 
1960's produced Earth Day and ended with the passage of the National 
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) in 1969. 

NEPA broadened the base of environmental concern far beyond that 
perceived by most members of the environmental engineering profession. 
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The act introduced the concepts of: current responsible trusteeship for 
succeeding generations; assurance of safe, healthful, productive, and aesthet
ically and culturally pleasing environment; attainment of the widest range 
of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to health or 
safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences; preservation of 
important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage; 
maintenance, wherever possible, of an environment which supports diversity 
and variety of individual choice; achievement of a balance Between popula
tion and resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide 
sharing of life's amenities; and enhancement of the quality of renewable 
resources and an approach to the maximum attainable recycling of deplet-
able resources. · 

The act introduced the concepts of environmental impact assessment and 
the need for environmental impact statements. The rules and regulations 
required a comparison of the "no action" alternative with the proposed 
action. 

The concepts are basically sound and, when properly applied, can enhance 
the public good. The initial environmental impact assessment activities re
sulted in overkill. Nevertheless, they provided the background and techno
logical base from which it is now possible to develop sound assessment docu
ments. 

As we entered the 1970's there was broad-based public support for environ
mental protection and a general feeling that abatement programs were not 
moving fast enough. Therefore, Congress passed water and air pollution 
control laws that scrapped the control logic developed during the 1950's and 
60's in favor of across-the-board treatment standards based on pre-selected 
level of ava,ilable technology. 

While I personally considered this approach a step backward, Congress took 
a step forward by placing a high priority on planning. The planning con
cepts of PL 92-500 are sound. Unfortunately, the timing and the choice of 
implementation agencies produced some boondoggles. Nevertheless, there 
were sound methodologies and excellent plans developed by the program. 
Some of this work substantiated what many of us knew; the super treatment 
of point sources will not, in itself, solve our water pollution problems. 

During the course of the 1970's, environmental management has been recog
nized by the United Nations as a global problem. The United Nations' 
Environmental Program concept encompasses both the natural and man
made resources available at a given time for the satisfaction of human needs. 
The concept embraces all fields covered by NEPA and endeavors to assure 
an understanding of the interrelationships among environment, economic 
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development, resource management, and the overall quality of life. The 
NEPA and UNEP concepts of environment and environmental protection 
demonstrate a concern for economics. In recognition of the fact that econom
ics must be of concern in environmental matters, WESTON established its 
econENVIRONomics Division in 1973. 

A partial list of the laws that compose the body of environmental law is 
given below. On the basis of this list, it can be seen that, over the years, the 
concept of environment and environmental engineering has broadened. 

Legislation Pertaining To Environmental and Health Protection 

Date 
1899 

1964 

1965 

1966 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

1971 

1972 

1972 

1973 

1974 

1975 

1976 

Public Law 
33 USC 401-413 

PL 88-379 

PL89-80 

PL 89-665 

42 use 7401 
amended by 
PL 90-148 

PL 85-624 

PL91-190 

PL 92-574 

PL 85-264 

PL92-340 

PL 92-516 

PL 95-87 

PL 92-532 

PL 92-500 

PL 92-574 

PL 92-532 

PL 92-583 

PL 93-205 

PL 93-577 

PL 93-523 

PL 93-319 

PL 93-627 

PL 94-163 

PL 89-272 

Title 
Rivers and Harbors Act 

Water Resources Research Act of 1964 

Water Resources Planning Act of 1965 

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 

Clean Air Act (amended in 1970, 1973, 1974, 1977) 

Wild and Scenic Rivers Act (amended 1972, 1974) 

National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) 

Occupational Safety and Health Act . 

Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act 

Ports and Waterways Safety Act of 1972 

Federal Pesticide, Fungicide & Rodenticide Act (amended 
1975, 1978) 

Surface Mining Control & Reclamation Act of 1972 

Marine Mammal Protection Act (amended 1973, 1977) 

Federal Water Pollution Control Act Amendments of 1972 
(amended 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978) 

Noise Control Act of 1972 (amended 1976) 

Marine Protection, Research and Sanctuaries Act of 1972 

Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972 (amended 1976, 
1978) 

Endangered Species Act (amended 1976, 1977, 1978) 

Non-nuclear Energy Research and Development Act of 
1974 

Safe Drinking Water Act (amended 1977) 

Energy Supply and Environment Coordination Act of 1974 

Deep Water Port Act of 1974 

Energy Policy and Conservation Act (amended 1976, 1977) 

Resource Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976 (origi
nally PL 89-272 1965; amended 1970, 1973, 1975, 1976) 
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Toxic Substances Control Act (TOSCA) 

1977 

PL94-469 

PL 95-192 

PL95-91 

Soil and Water Resources Conservation Act of 1977 

Department of Energy Organization Act of 1977 

National Energy Act 1978 

1978 

(Series of 5 Laws) 

PL 95-604 Uranium Mill Tailings Control Act 

The preceding brief review of the past leads to the following assessment of 
the current situation: 

1. Environmental engineering it not a monolithic profession. Instead, it 
is a conglomerate of engineering specialties that have a common pur
pose relative to human health, welfare, and the quality of life. The 
different specialties will always be needed. There will always be a 
need for those who can effectively solve micro or local problems and 
those who must concern themselves with the macro problems (i.e., the 
big picture). Each must have a basic understanding of the fundamen
tal principles that should govern the decisions and actions of the 
other. The predecessors to the environmental engineer demonstrated 
understanding and vision in their categorization of the elements of 
environmental engineering and in their recognition of the commonal
ity of purpose. The environmental engineer can be proud of his heri
tage. 

2. The environmental movement has gained momentum in a relatively 
short period of time, i.e., thirty years or less. The time has been short 
for the development and the practical demonstration of all the many 
methods, processes, apparatus, systems and facilities needed to pro
vide management and engineering solutions to existing and potential 
problems. It is not surprising that program implementation has 
lagged behind expectations. The management and technological 
problems associated with program implementation and a technologi
cal leadership void have led to the perception that environmental 
quality control is a legal rather than a technological problem and that 
resources management is an accounting problem. 

3. Current public support of the environmental movement remains 
strong. Real need, plus a combination of special interest forces, will 
keep the movement aggressive for some time to come. However, there 
is increasing evidence that the public expects progress at a reasonable 
cost. 

4. The concept of environment and environmental protection has ex
panded with time from a primary interest in health protection, to a 
primary interest in pollution control, to an interest in all aspects of the 
environment, including both natural and man-made elements. At the 
same time, the proliferation of chemicals and the impact of some 
chemicals on human health has brought about a strong, renewed 
interest in public health. 
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5. During the course of the development of environmental protection 
technology, certain substances have been established as hazardous to 
human health. At the same time, chemists and physicists have im
proved analytical capabilities so that many of these hazardous sub
stances can be detected in concentrations well below the concentra
tion levels that are known or believed to be harmful. These circum
stances have raised the controversial issue of possibility versus proba
bility. TOSCA endeavors to address this issue with the concepts of 
"acceptable" or "unreasonable" risk. 

6. To date, the primary activity of the environmental engineer has been 
that of correcting problems created by others. For the most part, this 
activity has been pollution control or control of environmental qual
ity through engineering. The profession has developed the concepts 
and designs necessary to achieve technically sound and economical 
solutions to individual problems. The concept of combining preven
tion with cure and of management of the total resource has achieved 
effectiveness with economy. 

7. Currently, inconsistencies and conflicts are occurring that indicate the 
need for coordination and integration of the individual pollution con
trol programs, e.g., air, water, solid waste. In addition, in many in
stances, there is evidence of a need to improve the quality of operation 
of control facilities. 

8. The handling, processing, and disposal of radioactive wastes, particu
larly nuclear power wastes, never became a significant environmental 
engineering activity. This important activity involving the correction 
of problems created by others has not been appropriately addressed 
by environmental engineers, is currently in limbo, and is of primary 
significance in the nation's energy programs. 

9. The environmental movement has been in existence long enough that 
the peak of catch-up engineering design activity is past in some tech
nological areas (i.e., water pollution control); is just approaching for 
some (i.e., air pollution control, hazardous waste disposal); and will 
be some time in the future for others. However, the regulations, in 
general, are becoming more strict and more specific (i.e., priority 
pollutants), and the need for more sophisticated treatment and/or 
control procedures will provide a continuing need for design, opera
tion, and management services. In spite of the progress that has been 
made and the public support of the environmental movement, the 
delays in programs have led to new laws. 

10. The body of law that has evolved provides the opportunity for envi
ronmental regulations to impact significantly, not only our natural 
environment, but also the social, economic, and institutional elements 
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of our society. Each law is based on real need for environmental 
protection. However, it is becoming obvious that environmental con
siderations and regulations have the potential for significant adverse 
impact on productivity, energy availability, and resource manage
ment. Actions or no actions, in the name of the environment, have the 
potential for adversely influencing our overall quality of life. Al
though there appears to be controversy as to what is or is not an 
appropriate level of control, a need for balance in control is obvious to 
all, i.e., a balance in benefits versus costs, rewards versus risks. 

The past is just the prologue to the future. In looking to the future, certain 
projections can be made: 

1. Environmental engineering will continue to be a multidiscipline engi
neering profession and will continue to be a profession that relies 
heavily on the coordinated and integrated efforts of multidiscipline 
technology teams. 

2. Environmental engineering will continue to require expertise at both 
the micro level, involving detailed management, problem solving (in
cluding research), design and operations oflocal systems and facilities, 
and the macro level involving the establishment of policy and overall 
programs and systems management. The need for better coordination 
and integration of the separate environmental engineering disciplines 
will increase significantly so that the general environmental engineer
ing will become more important. 

3. Environmental engineering problems, as we know them today, will 
become more complex, requiring more sophisticated technological so
lutions, more effective analytical and implementation systems, and 
better management techniques. Some unsolved problems requiring 
solution include: management and control of the manufacture, use, 
and/or release of toxic substances to the environment; the recovery, 
reuse, and/or environmentally-sound disposal of waste (i.e., including 
nuclear power wastes); the control of non-point sources of pollution; 
control and treatment of combined sewer overflows; the management 
of environments in which the natural quality does not meet regula
tory standards; pollution prevention as opposed to cure; the exploita
tion of energy sources; and the development and operation of im
proved energy conversion systems (they now lose 60 percent or more 
of the available energy) and the minimization of energy use. Unsolved 
existing problems, plus the problems associated with new housing, 
commercial, industrial, recreational and other development, all add 
up to unbelievable challenges for the future. 

4. Just as development has improved the standard of living but in doing 
so has created health and environmental problems, so the current 
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environmental movements and legislated programs have the potential 
of solving the problems created by development while at the same 
time, directly or indirectly, limiting or reducing the benefits from 
development. Environmental engineers must assure that measures to 
protect natural environment, e.g., air, water, and land (as indepen
dent resources without regard to cost; consideration of "no action" 
alternatives when "hard" evaluation criteria are not available; and 
the prohibition or limitation of use of materials for which environ
mental acceptability information may not be adequately available) 
do not unduly limit production, constrain energy development, or 
waste resources (including capital resources). Since environmental 
considerations can determine how and where people live, how and 
where they make their living, and whether or what people can pro
duce or use to improve their living standard, environmental engineers 
should respond to the challenge to conceive and design economical 
management and control systems to attain the objectives of the law 
without undue reduction in other living standards. The economical 
solution of environmental problems is mandatory. This will require 
efficient administration and sound interpretation, and implementa
tion and correction of deficiencies of the law. 

5. Environmental engineers at the policy level must develop methods, 
procedures, systems, and programs to evaluate the potential impact of 
governmental programs on the total quality of life, as well as the 
natural environment. They should endeavor to arrive at publicly
acceptable techniques for evaluating risk and for decision-making in 
the presence of uncertainty. 

6. Non-technical constraints of social and political nature may require 
the development of "hard" cost/benefit and risk/benefit criteria for 
evaluating alternatives and for aiding in the decision-making process. 
Environmental engineering may be the technological discipline that 
needs a new brand of economics (social economics) that can be used 
to evaluate alternatives better than present-day, self-interest econom
ics. In any event, the environmental engineer must become more in
volved in public debate and a more effective communicator. 

The challenges to the environmental engineer are staggering. The principles 
and technologies, developed and in the process of development, by environ
mental engineers are badly needed by society. The implementation of sound 

, technologies on a cost-effective basis is imperative. Those with environmen
tal engineering training and experience have backgrounds for making signif
icant contributions to society. 

I hope there are young persons who think of themselves as environmental 
engineers that have the courage, determination, and wisdom to lead the 
profession to the fulfillment of its destiny. 


