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Dear Mr. Fitzpatrick,
I enjoyed your column on taking the 

opportunity to educate a client instead of 
just saying no. It brought back a memory of a 
half century ago. I was a very young engineer 
working for a steel fabricator when I was 
asked to be on an AISC Panel talking to engi-
neering educators. I was surprised and more 
than a little in awe to realize I was sharing 
the podium with Dr. Fazlur Kahn, who talked 
about how engineers, unlike architects, tended at that time 
to study and practice alone. Since SOM functioned in a 
Design Studio concept, the engineers had to learn how to 
participate. He told the SOM engineers that when a really 
impractical or unworkable idea was put forth, the engineer 
instead of outright rejection should perhaps say: “That is an 

interesting idea; let me think about that.” At 
the next meeting, the response could lead to 
an explanation of the issues involved and pos-
sibly how modifications could be made.

Dr. Kahn went on to tell about how the 
framing system for what was then the Sears 
Tower was developed and how he presented it 
to the owner and contractor. He had this joy-
ful smile when he told the story of the presen-
tation. I have served on numerous programs 
through the years, but this one was special in 
the way Dr. Kahn shared with the audience 
and this very young structural engineer.

 Columns like this are important, because 
in this digital age it is important to realize that projects still 
involve dealing with people.

 
Lawrence A. Kloiber, P.E.
Structural Design and Fabrication Consultant
LeJeune Steel Company

Please send comments and letters to:
Todd Danielson tdanielson@v1-media.com or 
Kevin Carmody kcarmody@v1-media.com

Traditional mail:
attn: Todd Danielson
1441 S. Plymouth Ct., Suite H
Chicago, IL 60605
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REENGINEERING THE ENGINEER

One of my long-time archi-
tect colleagues teaches a 
graduate-level architecture 
class at a local university. 
One part of their curriculum 
requires them to talk to their 
students about soils-related 
items in their projects. 
Rather than fumble through 
that discussion himself, my 
friend asked me to spend 
some time with his class 
explaining a soils report.

The point wasn’t to 
explain the process of gathering soil 
samples or classifying the soils or deter-
mining the area’s geology—a geotech 
expert would be much better at that than 
a structural engineer. The discussion cen-
tered on helping them understand what 
they should be looking for in a report 
and finding the things that may directly 
help them understand their project site 
better so they can make informed design 
decisions.

A Guided Discussion
I shared snippets from a nice, 

thorough report so we could discuss 
the main things we structural engi-
neers typically look for to help us with 
design decisions. They included general 
boring-log info, foundation recommen-
dations, lateral earth pressure values 
behind walls, slab on grade recommen-
dations, site preparation if there are 
poor soils onsite, proximity of ground-
water, and the site seismic classifica-
tion. All that information could have 
budgetary impacts to their project. 

A lot of poor site soils could lead to 
expensive foundation recommendations 
or a significant amount of “remove and 
replace.” But there also could be some 
opportunities. Perhaps the building 
could be located in a different area on 
the site to avoid or reduce some of the 
costly soils work and keep the owner’s 
dollars working for the building instead 
of buried in the ground.

As it turns out, there was an ulterior 
motive to my attendance. Their project 

for the semester was “renovating” an 
existing parking deck. The students 
had the ability to do what they wanted 
to the building and site, but my friend 
also wanted me to help guide them 
with real-world structural implications 
of their decisions.

The goal was to let them run with 
crazy design ideas but also temper 
that with the grim reality of cost 
implications for structural modifica-
tions. It was a lively discussion. They 
had some really interesting ideas on 
repurposing this deck, but most came 
with structural implications. Some 
ideas had simple solutions. Some 
were complicated and required much 
debate. There was a lot of “Structures 
101” discussion. 

The goal was to help them under-
stand some basic things they needed 
to consider. Almost all their questions 
were pushing the envelope on what 
you think you could do with an exist-
ing parking deck. Unfortunately, we 
ran out of time, but I think they got a 
lot of information to help them move 
forward with their designs.

A Thoughtful ‘No’
The whole class reminded me of 

how we work with our clients on a 
regular basis. One of the reasons I enjoy 
engineering is the opportunity to work 
with architects who push the envelope; 
they make us think outside the box. 
Cookie-cutter designs might be good 
“bread and butter” work, but the fun 
really starts when you get to head off 
into the weeds a little.

One of the things I’ve discovered 
through the years, however, is that 
people rarely like to hear someone 
simply say “no, you can’t do that.” The 
first place we run into this is as a child, 
when we ask our parents to do some-
thing. Usually, the “no” was followed 
by a reason. The reason was generally 
legit and given to help us learn and 
better understand the consequences of 
our request and perhaps tailor a better 
question the next time.

The same should hold true for our 
clients. One way to help take some of 
the sting away from a negative response 
is to offer an alternate solution … or 
two. In the process of outlining the 
alternates, provide them the knowledge 
of why the original thought was chal-
lenging, and how these alternate solu-
tions help diffuse—or even eliminate—
the challenges of the original thought.

The Power of Explanation
A few things happen when you 

explain something. First, the person 
feels like you care about their problem. 
You’ve taken the time to not only 
think about their question, but you’ve 
also invested some of your time in try-
ing to help them find a solution. Think 
about how you feel when someone 
offers you a couple alternatives to a 
problem you might be wrestling with; 
it feels pretty nice.

Second, you’ve given them a little 
mini-lesson. Knowledge is a great 
thing. Clients gravitate to consultants 
who are willing and able to share their 
knowledge with them. You’re not giv-
ing away the farm here; you’re simply 
helping your client be a better designer 
by giving them some engineering 
know-how.

Finally, you’ve helped reinforce 
your own understanding. I’ve found 
my understanding of a subject matter 
is greatly enhanced after I’ve tried to 
explain it to someone. When you have 
to walk someone carefully through a 
decision, you become organized and 
careful with your words so they “get it.”

So embrace those opportunities to 
educate your clients by offering 
alternatives instead of just saying “no.” 
Teach them something new and 
reinforce your own understanding.  
It’s a win-win for everyone. 

Douglas G. Fitzpatrick, P.E., is the founder, president 
and practicing engineer of Fitzpatrick Engineering 
Group, a 17-year-old structural engineering firm 
specializing in commercial and healthcare building 
design; email: dfitzpatrick@fegstructural.com.

Don’t Just Say No

DOUGLAS G. FITZPATRICK, P.E.

     VisualFoundationF
V

Create impressive structures on solid footing design.

Download your free trial and launch your next project in minutes.

nice.iesweb.com

BULL MOOSE HSS

The Moose is expanding its range...

INTO 
TEXAS

800.325.4467  |  Chesterfield, Missouri

BullMooseTube.com

This new 350,000-ton site will significantly  
increase our production capacity, and also  
expand the range of steel pipe & tubing we  
produce. (Up to 14” squares, 18” pipe & rounds,  
80-foot lengths, and .75” wall thickness!)

If you’re ready to migrate your orders to a  
supplier that covers the North American Continent  
with eight highly responsive locations, call The Moose.

View the plant’s construction progress on our website... 
and while you’re there, locate your regional representative!
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Bull Moose Tube is constructing a new  
production facility in Sinton, Texas to 
expand our range of HSS!
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Engineered Solutions: Septic Tanks Pose 
Serious Threats to Health and Quality of 
Life for Millions
October 2022

This article “Septic Tanks Pose Serious 
Threats to Health and Quality of Life for 
Millions” is very misleading. Granted, there are 
entire communities in states such as Arkansas 
and Mississippi where the legislators and regula-
tors have failed to protect the health of their 
populace with more stringent codes and available 
financing. Obviously E/One, who is in the business of sewage 
lift stations, is promoting their product as they should. Pumped 
systems can be the more viable solution within limited circum-
stances. The main problem with this article is that conventional 
centralized sewage systems are unaffordable for small remote 
communities, especially when they are saddled with ongoing 
costs of pump operations and maintenance. However, this state-
ment “zero preventive maintenance” in the closing paragraph 
is the most misleading. Grinder pumps notoriously wear out in 
two years of service. I have specified one E/One unit to reach 
from a materials recycling yard to the City of Santa Rosa’s sewer 
main as it was the only available solution.

In many well-managed states, advanced septic systems 
provide a safe and healthy means of sewage treatment and 

disposal more cost-effectively than conven-
tional sewers possibly could. In 43 years 
of civil engineering practice in Northern 
California and one resort system in Cabo 
San Lucas, Mexico, I have designed hundreds 
of systems on very challenging sites all still 
safely operating today. These include several 
large ones for communities generating up to 
40,000 gallons per day of wastewater.

Peter J. Lescure, P.E., CDT
Principal Civil Engineer
Lescure Engineers, Inc.
Santa Rosa, Calif. 

Peter,
Thank you for your note. We love to hear reader 

feedback.
I should point out that this is clearly labeled sponsored 

content and not editorial, so it allows E/One a wider range 
to make claims than an editorial-driven feature.

 
Kevin Carmody
Partner-Group Publisher
V1 Media LLC
Chicago
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nce popular and considered an easy solution 
for homeowners not connected to a munici-

pal sewer system, backyard septic tanks pose a 
danger to drinking water supplies and the quality of life for 
millions of people around the country.

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates there are about 22 
million households that rely on septic systems for their 
wastewater treatment. According to the U.S. EPA, more 
than one in five households utilize onsite sewage treatment 
and disposal systems, such as septic, cesspits, latrines and 
straight pipes, and the agency believes “leaking, malfunc-
tioning and worn-out septic tanks are responsible for most 
of the groundwater pollution in the U.S. today.”

Every year, more than 75 million people flush more 
than 1 trillion gallons of water and household waste into 
more than 20 million septic tanks all around the country. 
As reported in the Canter & Knox study “Septic Tank 
System Effects on Groundwater Quality” done for the 
EPA, an average of 40 percent of these septic tanks don’t 
function properly. The tanks fail eventually, dumping 
hundreds of millions of gallons of raw, untreated waste-
water and other toxic materials into the ground—at times 
into the nation’s water supply.

Septic Problems
Septic tanks were first introduced to the United 

States in 1884, and due partially to their initial low cost, 

quickly became the most widely used method of sew-
age treatment and disposal. The EPA says more than 25 
percent of all new home construction in this country 
employs septic tank systems to manage raw sewage dis-
posal. Since most septic tanks and systems currently in 
use were installed during the building boom of the 1960s 
and have a normal life expectancy of 10 to 40 years, time 
has run out for millions of septic tanks.

The major problem with septic tanks is they contain 
significant amounts of bacterial pathogens. The effluent 
also contains viral pathogens, which can and do pose a 
serious public health problem. Currently, no national 
enforcement standards exist for keeping viruses out of 
public and private water supplies, further exposing the 
public to increased risks of illness and death.

For example, the Center for Disease Control and the 
EPA have found and reported that an average glass of 
water supposedly fit for healthy people may not be good 
enough for sick people to drink. Few people concern 
themselves with the more than 100 possible organic and 
inorganic constituents of a glass of water. How the water 
looks, smells and tastes draws the most attention. 

But drinking water isn’t the only problem. Thousands 
of lakes, streams, rivers, bays, estuaries, and other bodies 
of water are being threatened and polluted every day. The 
systematic failure of septic tanks around the country has 
a negative economic and personal impact.

Septic Tanks Pose Serious 
Threats to Health and 

Quality of Life for Millions
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O
Millions of failing septic systems in the United States are currently destroying environmental quality of life for millions of Americans as well as cultivating killer 
algal blooms and red tides that imperil the nation’s water supply and wildlife.
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