
Making a world of difference 
It would be remiss of me to start without making reference to the question I am often 
asked: what exactly is civil engineering? In essence it is all about helping people and 
making a difference to our lives.  
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Civil engineers are today still helping the people of Haiti & New Zealand to re-build 
their lives after the earthquakes in 2010.  
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At the other end of the spectrum they created the world’s tallest building in Dubai, 
and everything else is in between. 
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They use their skills to make our lives much easier. They keep us switched on and 
powered up by supplying electricity and gas to our homes. They purify water and 
send it to our homes and businesses and  
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then once we’re finished with it they purify it again so we don’t pollute our rivers. 
They build all sorts of things so we can get around, from roads and  
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bridges to railways and airports. Civil engineers also do lots of other things like finding 
clever ways of recycling our waste, and finding solutions to problems like pollution. In 
short, they build our quality of life, whether here in NI or across the world – every 
country needs them. 
The role of ICE is to help civil engineers be better at what they do so that everyone 
benefits. We also like to tell people about what we do so they come to appreciate 
their quality of life more.  
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We work with primary and post-primary schools to educate them about what we do 
and then at the same time inspire the next generation of civil engineers. If you’re 
interested in having us visit your school, please come and speak to me.  
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We work with other organisations too as we can’t do it alone. Our most recent joint 
initiative is a bridge-building project with Sentinus which we’ll deliver in 18 primary 
schools early next year 
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We were glad to see that the NI government has recognised the projected shortage 
of civil engineers over the next 10 years in the recent Skills Barometer.  
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There are more jobs than we have applicants, resulting in increased salaries and great 
opportunities in our sector – that’s something to bear in mind when you’re talking to 
your young people 
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In September 2016 we plan to launch an apprenticeship in civil engineering which will 
start at Level 3 (equivalent of A-levels) with the potential to lead to a Masters degree. 
We already have 12 companies on board and more have yet to register. This will 
potentially mean our 16 year olds will have jobs, no educational debt and career 
prospects – could we want anything more for them? 
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Locally civil engineers have done some great things to make NI a better place but we 
have been involved in two world records this year. The first was the world’s largest 
Meccano bridge built by students from Queen’s University and the second it the 
world’s largest reservoirs built in Jeddah, KSA, designed and managed by Atkins in 
Belfast. 
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But without the right people there would be no projects. At 15% the UK has the 
lowest percentage of female participation in Europe. In Canada, it’s 50:50 and there’s 
no reason why it shouldn’t be here too.  
Alice Perry 1906 from Queen’s College, Galway, first woman from Great Britain and 
Ireland to graduate in engineering, going on to specialise as a civil engineer. 
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Catherine O’Neill: started her own civil engineering company  whilst studying at 
Queen’s University in 2010, she is now 26 and has over 50 staff working in 3 offices 
across the UK. 
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Kyle McKee is 19: pupil of Nendrum College, formerly Comber High School, left school 
after GCSEs to study Construction at SERC in Bangor. He won the BTEC National 
Award for best student and is now two months into his first year at Queen’s 
university, studying for a degree in civil engineering. 
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Josh Macabuag: Earthquakes don’t kill people, buildings kills people. People died in 
Nepal’s recent earthquake because of poverty, their houses were built from mud and 
stones. Those who lived in concrete buildings survived – it’s as simple as that. Josh 
Macabuag is working in Nepal, not to build  concrete buildings for everybody, but 
make the mud and stone houses quake-proof. 
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My 5 year old son is obsessed with vehicles – although I’m an engineer, I didn’t need 
to encourage him – the fascination was in him. He is teaching me about car brands, 
construction machinery and electric vehicles. His favourite car is the Lamborghini 
Aventador. It’s an amazing piece of engineering and costs a lot of money, but is it of 
great value? I’m not so sure. As an engineer it must be a fantastic project to work on 
but their skills will have been used to create something for a minority who can afford 
it. Thankfully civil engineering is not like that, it’s for the majority, available to all 
without discrimination. It’s a career for pupils who want to help people. 
 
And at this stage I take the focus from civil engineering a little. I know that not all 
your pupils will go on to become civil engineers, but I hope that from what I’ve said 
today that you’ll be able to inspire those who want to – and please make use of us, 
we are ready and willing to partner with your school. For those who don’t, we can 
hopefully at least help educate them about the quality of life we build for 
communities across the world.   
 
Can I compel you to inspire your colleagues to be better storytellers? We need all 
teachers, not just careers teachers to inspire our young minds that they can use their 
maths, science, languages, humanities to build our quality of life in the future – 
they’ll be the ones to solve problems we don’t even know exist today. 
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With this I’ll finish. If I was to ask a product design engineer to describe this it would 
probably come across as ‘wearable harness which can transfer load from one person 
to another without discomfort…oh…and it come in blue and pink’. Does it really 
inspire you, demonstrate its value? No, me neither. 
But if we instead focus on the outcome, which we have heard a lot today… 
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…this is a story worth telling, it shows how the engineer has made a difference. 
Children who have never walked without taking strain through their arms are able to 
stand a throw a ball with their parents and siblings for the first time. That’s making a 
world of difference. 
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Clean water keeps us healthy  
Roads and bridges help us get around more easily 
Power keeps the lights on 
Gas keeps us warm 
Disaster relief helps people start to rebuild their lives 
Flood schemes keep us dry 
Incinerators make the most of our waste and give us energy 
Buildings give us places to work and play 
Civil engineers do all this and make a world of difference to our lives. You make a 
difference to your pupils and colleagues.  
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Hopefully you’ll encourage some of your pupils to take part and we can all make a 
world of difference together. 
 
Thank you for listening 
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