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INTRODUCTION 

 
     Two years after graduating from the Swanson School of 

Engineering of the University of Pittsburgh, I began working 

for a company known as the Allegheny Technology 

Evaluation Company. This company develops equipment 

following all government regulations, safety regulations, 

environmental regulations, etc. for other companies to use. 

The ATEC also sends engineers to inspect other companies’ 

facilities and project sites to ensure all regulations are being 

followed and all equipment is working properly. After 

working with the ATEC for several years and gaining more 

experience in the chemical and environmental engineering 

fields, the company decided to move me to a consultant 

engineering position.  This position would give me the 

qualifications and responsibility to approve whether or not 

other companies are adhering to the regulations they are 

required to follow. 

 

THE ISSUE 
 

     My company sends me to evaluate and report on the 

carbon capture and sequestration processes of the company, 

Energon Inc.  I go to the energy producing facilities where the 

fossil fuels are burned and the carbon gases are captured, and 

I meet Tom, who is the head Engineer at the facility Tom 

leads me around the facilities for inspection.  Energon claims 

to use the oxy combustion method of carbon capture and 

sequestration, which requires a reaction environment of pure 

oxygen gas.  In order to confirm this statement, I take samples 

of the gas in the combustion chambers before and after a 

combustion procedure.  After inspecting the rest of the 

facilities, I am able to conclude all safety regulations are being 

followed, and all of the equipment and machines are working 

properly.   

     Back at the Allegheny Technology Evaluation Company’s 

facilities, I perform tests on the gas samples.  The results come 

back, and they do not come back as expected; the sample 

taken before the reaction does not come back as pure oxygen, 

but as a mixture of gases, and the sample taken after the 

reaction does not come back as pure carbon dioxide, but as 

carbon dioxide with traces of gases that are also toxic.  

Although these samples only contain traces of toxic gases, the 

location of the storage of these gases could potentially be 

harmful of the environment and any residential areas in the 

vicinity after a long period of the build-up of these gases.  

After finding these violations, I contact Energon and ask to 

inspect the storage location of their captured carbon, without 

bringing up the toxic gases to avoid suspicion.  The company 

grants me permission to inspect the storage location, and I 

leave to go to their facilities with equipment to detect the toxic 

gas found in the post-reaction gas samples.   

     I arrive at the location of the facilities that pump the gas 

underground, put on my safety gear, and inspect the 

equipment, as well as the surrounding environment of the 

facilities.  Energon claims that the effective underground area 

of the storage location is one square mile.  I inspect the area, 

as well as an extra quarter mile out in each direction to ensure 

there is no leakage.  However, the equipment detects the toxic 

gases in the air.  After taking safety precautions, I detect a leak 

in the ground through what appears to be either a cave 

entrance or a split in the ground after erosion.  I contact Tom 

from Energon, and ask him why toxic gas was found in the 

post combustion gases, and if he knew that their storage 

location was breached.  Tom replied by telling me that the 

company had been receiving a lower income than the 

company projected, as well as receiving less money from the 

government than expected.  He said that in order to 

compensate for the lower income, the company opted to 

temporarily use impure oxygen in order to save money.  He 

also informed me that he and the company were entirely 

unaware of a leak at the facilities.  Tom assured that the leak 

would be repaired as quickly as possible, and asked that I keep 

quiet about both the toxic gas and the leak as both were only 

temporary, and told me that the company would offer me a 

large sum of money to sign off on a satisfactory facility report. 

  

POSSIBLE ACTIONS AND 

CONSEQUENCES 
 

     I have several possible choices on how to handle the 

situation at hand.  One possible solution is to tell Tom that I 

have to report this to my superiors, as there are numerous 

violations regarding safety and environmental regulations.  

Regardless of if the leak and usage of impure oxygen gas is 

only temporary, there is still a major safety hazard to both 

wildlife and any workers or citizens in the area.  It is a 

situation that must be taken care of immediately, even if it 

means that the government or another company must step in 

to fix Energon’s mistakes since lives are on the line.   

     Another possible plan of action is to refuse the monetary 

offer and tell Tom that I will only include the gas leak at the 

storage location and not the usage of impure oxygen with 

toxic products on the report if Energon cleans up the storage 

location and cease the usage of the impure gases with toxic 

products immediately.  Signing off on a report with all of 
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these violations could financially destroy Energon Inc. with 

the numerous fines and penalties for breaking the law.  This 

could lead to the company filing bankruptcy and causing all 

of its employees to lose their jobs, many of whom may not 

have been aware of the violations of their company and had 

been uninvolved.  Reporting the leak would be important as 

that was something Energon was unaware of and would be a 

completely separate issue if they were not also producing 

toxic gas.  However, if I get caught covering up their 

violations, it would put me in trouble with my company and 

the law, potentially costing me my job. 

     A third solution would be to accept the monetary offer of 

Energon Inc. and keep quiet about the whole situation.  Now 

that their violations have been discovered, they will surely fix 

all violations and prevent future violations after being caught 

the first time.  Energon would understand the gravity of what 

would happen if they were caught again and a report on their 

violations was given.  Another benefit to me is that it would 

lead to more money in my pocket which is an incentive for 

me.  However, if I get caught accepting the money and 

covering up the violations of Energon, I would surely lose my 

job, get in trouble for breaking the law, and destroy my 

reputation and credibility as an engineer.  

 

APPLYING CODES OF ETHICS TO ISSUE 
 

Applying the NSPE Code of Ethics 

 

     In this situation, the National Society of Professional 

Engineers Code of is involved under numerous 

circumstances.  If I were to lie for Energon Inc., I would be 

violating the first canon of the NSPE Code of Ethics, as well 

as several of the sections of the first canon, as it states,  

Engineers, in the fulfillment of their professional 

duties, shall: Hold paramount the safety, health, and 

welfare of the public.  

a. If engineers' judgment is overruled under 

circumstances that endanger life or property, they 

shall notify their employer or client and such other 

authority as may be appropriate. 

b. Engineers shall approve only those engineering 

documents that are in conformity with applicable 

standards. 

e. Engineers shall not aid or abet the unlawful 

practice of engineering by a person or firm. 

f. Engineers having knowledge of any alleged 

violation of this Code shall report thereon to 

appropriate professional bodies and, when relevant, 

also to public authorities, and cooperate with the 

proper authorities in furnishing such information or 

assistance as may be required [1]. 

First, I would be violating section a of canon 1 of the NSPE 

Code of Ethics for not informing my employer about the risks 

to both the environment as well as people in the vicinity of the 

leak.  If I were to write a false report, I would be violating 

section b of the first canon of the NSPE code of ethics, as 

Energon’s carbon capture and sequestration processes do not 

conform to oxy combustion reaction standards. Since, 

Energon is breaking environmental and safety regulation 

laws, I would be violating section e by covering up their 

illegal practices.  Since I know of all of the illegal violations 

of Energon, I am obligated by section f to notify the proper 

authorities as well as my employers, and I am in a violation 

of this section if I do not notify those specified by the Code.  

Energon attempted to bribe me with money, and if I chose to 

accept it, I would be in full violation of canon four, section c, 

which states,  

4. Engineers shall act for each employer or client as 

faithful agents or trustees.  

c. Engineers shall not solicit or accept financial or 

other valuable consideration, directly or indirectly, 

from outside agents in connection with the work for 

which they are responsible [1]. 

In this situation, I would be acting in an unfaithful way to my 

employer, as well as accepting a monetary bribe. 

     All of the potential canon violations I could commit would 

also be violations of the first Professional Obligation and 

sections a, of the NSPE Code of Ethics, as it states, “Engineers 

shall be guided in all their relations by the highest standard of 

honesty and integrity. a. Engineers shall acknowledge their 

errors and shall not distort or alter the facts [1].” Accepting a 

bribe would not honest or integrious, nor would falsifying a 

report on unethical practices. The Second Professional 

Obligation would also be in violation, which states,  

Engineers shall at all times strive to serve the public 

interest.  

b. Engineers shall not complete, sign, or seal plans 

and/or specifications that are not in conformity with 

applicable engineering standards. If the client or 

employer insists on such unprofessional conduct, 

they shall notify the proper authorities and withdraw 

from further service on the project [1], 

as I would be signing off on a report that endorses equipment 

and practices that do not conform with the standards.  Based 

on how I choose to handle the situation, the NSPE Code of 

Ethics could be violated in numerous sections. 

 

Applying AICE Code of Ethics 

 

     Not only would I be violating the NSPE Code of Ethics by 

covering up for Energon, I would also be violating the 

American Institute of Chemical Engineers Code of Ethics.  

Lying would also constitute a clear violation of the AICE 

Code of Ethics, which says, “Chemical Engineers shall 

uphold and advance the integrity, honor and dignity of the 

engineering profession by being honest and impartial and 

serving with fidelity the public, their employers, and clients 

[2],” as I would not be behaving in an honest way to my 

employer, my client, or the public, and accepting the bribe 

would be dishonest to my employer as well. A false report on 

the hazards of Energon’s practices also violates the first canon 
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of the AICE Code of Ethics, which states, “Members shall 

hold paramount the safety, health, and welfare of the public 

in the performance of their professional duties [2],” as 

Energon is jeopardizing public safety, and my failure to report 

that is a clear violation of this canon.   

 

APPLYING CASE STUDIES TO ISSUE 
 

     Several case study instances relate to this current situation, 

and the actions taken in these case studies impact how I 

should handle the circumstances at hand.  In a similar case 

study involving toxic substances, a field technician named 

Shariq, who works for an environmental engineering 

company, is faced with an ethical predicament when he takes 

samples of a potentially hazardous material being prepped for 

dumping.  His concern is that tests were not run on the 

samples to determine their toxicity before they were loaded 

onto a truck to be dumped the following day.  He contacts his 

boss about it, who says not to worry about it, as the client who 

owns the potentially hazardous material says it is harmless.  

Shariq’s past experience makes him skeptical of the clients’ 

claim [3].  In this situation, Shariq is also faced with an ethical 

concern that may have dangerous consequences to the 

environment and the public.  One of his possible solutions is 

to request a delay of the material dumping and test the 

samples. If they show up as hazardous after the test, he should 

report it to the superiors of his boss who told him not to worry 

about it, as his boss violated ethical policies.  This solution 

seems to be the most effective approach to Shariq’s problem. 

I could take a similar approach in that I should report to my 

superiors, as Energon Inc. clearly committed ethical 

violations that would potentially harm the public and the 

environment. 

     In another case study similar to my situation, a student 

named Raj is faced with an ethical dilemma regarding 

honesty.  In the study, Raj is looking to get a prestigious 

internship over the summer, and he chooses to lie in his favor 

on his resume to get the job.  He boosts his SAT scores and 

his GPA to make himself look better, and hopes the company 

will overlook his lies after how well he performs for the 

company [4].  This case study relates to the situation at hand 

in several ways.  Raj is lying in order to get personal gain. 

However, if things go awry, it will severely damage his 

credibility in his job opportunities and in the eyes of 

employers.  In situation, I could accept the money, lie, risk my 

credibility as an engineer, and hope that Energon will follow 

through on their promise.  This option is a severe violation of 

the NSPE Code of Ethics, and is very risky to myself as well 

as to the safety of others.  For this reason, this case study is 

very influential in that it steers me away from accepting the 

money and lying. 

     One final case study relating to the situation with Energon 

is a case study regarding a fire protection engineer inspecting 

the fire alarm system of an old apartment building that is 

about to be renovated.  The engineer is performing a private 

report for a client who owns this building.  The engineer finds 

that the fire alarm system does not reach all rooms, which is 

a safety hazard and violation of the fire code.  The client 

assures that he will have it fixed until the engineer finds out a 

few days later that the client failed to receive the funding for 

the renovation and will have to delay the fire alarm situation 

[5].  In this study, the engineer can choose to obey the private 

contract with the client, or report the building violations to his 

superiors.  In this situation, lives are at risk.  The fact that 

people could potentially die from this would influence me to 

follow the NSPE Code of Ethics, which places public safety 

as the highest priority, and I would then report it.  I could 

apply the same method of thought to the Energon situation, in 

that lives are at risk, and whatever action necessary must be 

taken in order to prevent harm to the public. 

 

PAST EXAMPLES OF ETHICAL 

VIOLATIONS 
 

     While it is not necessarily an engineering ethics violation, 

the case of Scott Storms lying while working for the Duke 

Energy Company in 2011 is an excellent example of the 

backlash  from violating ethical code.  Scott Storms was a 

lawyer working for the Duke Energy Company in which he 

played a part in an energy scandal which would raise the cost 

of clients’ electric bills.  In return he would receive a much 

higher paying job in the company.  However, in the scandal, 

he lied to both the company as well as the public, and as a 

result, he was fired from Duke Energy Company [6].  Similar 

results would most likely occur in the situation with Energon, 

in that if I were to lie and accept the payment, I would most 

likely lose my job and my reputation, making it extremely 

difficult to find another job. 

     Another situation worth learning from is the deep injection 

wells used to dispose of hazardous waste.  Companies and 

scientists both believed this process was safe for the 

environment.  However, leaks in the wells began to emerge, 

and even though it became a public safety hazard, several 

companies claimed that it was a rare occurrence.  More leaks 

began occurring, and while companies still stood by their 

stance that the toxic leaks were rare occurrences, they still 

occurred in numerous areas [7]. This would influence me to 

be skeptical of Energon’s promise to fix the issue, as 

companies will sometimes lie or give misleading information 

regarding their plans of action after they make a mistake.  It 

is better to ensure the public’s safety rather than hope a 

company is being honest. 

 

MY MORAL BELIEFS INVOLVING THE 

ISSUE 
 

     My own moral beliefs also plays a major part in the 

decision I make.  I am a very religious person, and a major sin 

for Christianity is lying.  As the Bible states, “You shall not 

give false testimony against your neighbor,” as its ninth 
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commandment, thus making lying a major crime in the Bible 

[8].  Therefore, this would guide me to make an honest 

decision that will help people and prevent harm from coming 

to the public.  

     A second source that I would take into consideration when 

making a decision involving ethics is the US Constitution and 

Declaration of Independence.  These documents protect the 

natural rights granted to them.  If I were to make a decision 

that would harm another person, I would personally feel like 

I am violating their, “unalienable Rights, that among these are 

Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness,” as demonstrated 

in the Declaration of Independence [9]. Therefore, I would be 

influenced to make a decision that would not harm another 

person. 

 

THE BEST POSSIBLE SOLUTION 
 

     In my opinion, the best possible solution would be the 

most ethical.  Reporting the illegal activities of Energon Inc. 

in all aspects is the best decision.  Although it may be difficult 

knowing that many jobs will be placed at risk, the safety of 

the public at large and people’s lives are much more 

important.  My conscience would be clear knowing I told the 

truth and potentially saved lives, as well as fulfilled my ethical 

obligations.  I would also recommend that other engineers 

make always the decision that places public safety as the 

number one concern. Not only does the NSPE Code of Ethic 

place public safety as one of the highest ethical concerns to 

engineers, public safety should also be placed as the number 

one priority for moral reasons.  People’s lives are at risk, and 

nothing should be placed at a higher value than that.  No 

amount of money or job should be valued more than a life. 
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