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A model on display at the Offshore Technology Conference Tuesday, May 3, 2016, in Houston. ( Steve Gonzales /
Houston Chronicle )

ASME: Engineers have ethical duty
to fight climate change
Society's president speaks to members at Offshore Technology
Conference
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Most people expect engineers to uphold high ethical standards when it comes to approving
new construction or designing a home appliance, but do they also have an obligation to
protect the planet from climate warning?

Apparently they do, according to the
president-elect of the American Society of
Mechanical Engineers. Keith Roe told
those attending an ethics breakfast at the
Offshore Technology Conference on
Wednesday that engineers need to join the
fight to reduce greenhouse gas. He cited
the goals set by 180 countries in the Paris
Agreement reached in December.

"These targets are ambitious, but they are
achievable, and we have a lot to do so support them," Roe said. "It involves using all that we
have in our arsenal to be more sustainable  and more environmentally responsible."

Before anyone assumes Roe is an environmental activist who slipped past the OTC guards,
his résumé includes time as a nuclear power officer in the U.S. Navy and a career working
with civilian nuclear power plants. Much of his talk was in defense of nuclear energy and in
support of engineers looking for the best solutions to climate change. 

"We bring a critical tradition of technology
neutrality ... we look at all potential
solutions and we let them stand on their
merit," Roe said. "And despite the move to
decarbonization, fossil fuels will be
needed."

Roe's speech was radical only because he
was speaking to an oil and gas audience in
Texas, where far too many people and
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political leaders still reject the reality of
climate change. Usually only Europeans
openly discuss global warming in Houston.
Many attendees received continuing
education credits to hear him out.

Engineers tend to be stubborn, but they can
be swayed once they grasp the science.
Roe is promoting the zero-carbon nuclear
industry he loves, but he's also convinced
by the climate science.

Roe follows in a tradition of ASME
leaders dating to the group's founding in
1880. The first standards ASME adopted
were for steam boilers and pressure
vessels, which were exploding with
alarming frequency and lethality.

Inventors inspired by the Industrial
Revolution debated the necessity of those
standards, and surely some engineers
complained that ASME was suppressing
innovation. But those standards saved
lives, and now more than 100 countries use
ASME research as the basis for their
design codes.

Roe reminded his audience that "engineers
have a duty to the safety, health and
welfare of the public" in all of their work.
Addressing climate change in their work
definitely falls within that rubric.
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