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When I left college over 35 years ago, my ambition was to become an excellent structural engineer. I 
had received a very technical education and was eager to apply it toward the design of buildings. As my 
career progressed, I became engrossed in learning all the nuances of structural design but rarely looked 
beyond the walls of my employer. I was working in an industry completely unaware that others, within 
the same industry, were out there making small tweaks on how we conduct our profession, and I was 
not participating. It never occurred to me, during those years, that one day I would step out of the 
design world into an arena which would be far outside my comfort zone. I realized I needed to become 
aware of what was happening with the laws and rules within my state and become involved at the 
legislative level regarding engineering in general and, specifically, structural engineering.  
 
As a result of this revelation, I made it a point to observe and read about how the Florida legislature 
debated and voted upon many issues that affect structural engineers. These issues have included 
continuing education requirements, qualification-based selection, limitation of liability and, most 
recently, structural engineering licensure.  
 
In each state, there is a process for how an idea becomes a law; and it is important for all of us to 
understand that process and, more importantly, participate in it. Remember, there are numerous 
people who are involved in this process, many of whom have a different perspective than we do as 
structural engineers. If we are not involved or become involved too late, then legislatures could enact 
laws that will have an adverse impact on all of us. 
 
To get involved, start by understanding more about the legislative process in your state/jurisdiction. I 
was given sage advice by a good friend of mine a few years ago. She suggested that I visit the State 
Capitol and watch the legislative process in action. I took the three hour drive from Jacksonville to 
Tallahassee, Florida, to watch both the House of Representatives and the Senate in action. Each branch 
of the legislature was voting on a variety of bills. It was interesting to me that most of the bills passed by 
extremely large margins. I learned that each bill requires sponsors, one in the house and one in the 
senate. Prior to each floor vote, each bill has to pass three (or more) house and senate committee 
meetings. Those bills that do not pass those committees, end there (this is called dying in committee). It 
is a very structured process and ensures that only those bills which have been properly vetted make it to 
a vote on the floor of the house and senate. 
 
How can you make a difference? PARTICIPATE. You may not realize how influential you can be. Find out 
the process in your state or jurisdiction and become part of the action. Keep your eyes open regarding 



bills that will impact how you currently conduct business and, if you are opposed to such bills, make that 
opposition known. Support those with which you agree. If there are current laws that need to be 
changed, figure out the best way to change them. With access to information being almost 
instantaneous, we can no longer be apathetic to the laws of our states/jurisdictions. We need to get 
behind the wheel of our profession and do everything possible to control our destiny. 
 
Consider spending time getting to know your Representatives, Senators, Assemblymen, etc. and make 
sure they know you. Find those legislators who are in our profession (architects, contractors, and 
engineers), as they will be far more likely to understand and support our issues and thus be able to 
better explain them to other legislators. As a member of an NCSEA Member Organization, you have the 
ability to become a valued resource to your legislators. Assist them with anything they need, especially 
on issues that involve structural engineering. The more things you and your Member Organization can 
do to make these legislators look good, the more those relationships will pay off down the line. You and 
your Member Organization will quickly become a valued resource to your legislator; and when you need 
your legislator’s assistance in the future, they will remember how you helped them in the past. The 
larger professional societies do this on a regular basis. We need to do likewise. 
 
We have a truly awesome profession and the ability to constantly make improvements. All you have to 
do is participate. 
 
 


