
Prior to the turn of the century, few people could envisage 
any possible environmental effect of using less energy.  
Energy efficiency was neither a sexy topic nor a real 

concern and therefore barely worth consideration. Electricity 
+ Control did make a case for energy efficiency – but it was 
seen to be on the fringe of the real value of industry, which 
was to ‘produce better products at better prices, and optimise 
the bottom line’.

Because it now costs so much more, energy has a major im-
pact on that bottom line. It is the bottom line that has forced 
us to recognise the importance of energy efficiency, energy 
management and the fact that every step we take to optimise 
a process makes it more effective and more profitable.

We have also come to realise that our planet needs to be 
nurtured; that it needs to be cared for; and that a sustainable 
future depends on how we manage this special resource now 
– not at some time in the future. 

So the need to save energy, and find sustainable and less 
damaging ways of producing it, began to come together at the 
start of this century. Although some consider it a bit late, it is 
evident that we are on the road, moving in a better direction.

All this makes me reflect on the role of the engineer. I am 
convinced that engineering is one of the oldest (possibly not 
the first) real endeavours (or professions) of human kind. At its 
core, engineering is about understanding the world in which 
we live, the laws of nature and the physical world – and then 
harnessing these to improve our lot.

I imagine that one of the first things we did was figure out 
how to keep crops irrigated, how to prepare food, and how 
to deal with the need for shelter. These were early takes on 
engineering and were about trying to make our communities 
safer and more sustainable.

As time passed and the world we lived in advanced, we began 
to formalise the means to take advantage of our understand-
ing of the world. Concepts like the tendency of water to flow 
downhill, of fire to cook food, of certain plants to heal – and 
so forth – took root.

As human beings, we are able to communicate and record - to 
tell stories – and this is what we did. We developed the ability 

to teach youngsters what we knew. We no longer had to rely 
on learning by experience. We could teach and develop the 
skills and competencies needed to make the world work.

We discovered metals, and began to learn of their properties. 
The mining industry began.

The volume of knowledge became too big. As our under-
standing of the world became even more profound we simply 
had to formalise the training – until we arrived where we are 
today: Members of the engineering team end up at educational 
institutions that train them in their disciplines.

Throughout the ages, the fundamental basis of everything we 
have done, do and attempt to do, is make the world a better 
place in which to live.

Over time, we may have drifted off that trajectory (maybe it is 
just me), but it strikes me that the urgency around the energy 
question is forcing us to revisit our primary purpose: to make 
it better.

This handbook takes you on a journey through some of that 
thinking – looking at the basics, the existing and the developed 
– and asking questions about what the future may be like. Do 
we take too much for granted?

At the end of the day, in as much as we need to change or 
rethink the technologies we use, so too as people we may 
need to rethink what we do and how we do it.
 
Enjoy this overview of how our thinking has had to change and 
the opportunities that exist.
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