
>> Dr. Law:  IT IS MY DISTINCT PLEASURE TO INTRODUCE OUR 2011 ENGINEERING COMMENCEMENT KEYNOTE SPEAKER, GENERAL JOSEPH BUD AHEARN.  

A CIVIL ENGINEER BY TRAINING, HIS ENTIRE CAREER HAS BEEN MARKED BY ENGINEERING LEADERSHIP EXCELLENCE.  

OVER A SPAN OF 34 YEARS IN THE U.S. AIR FORCE, HE ACHIEVED THE POSITION OF SENIOR CIVIL ENGINEER FOR THE AIR FORCE, ULTIMATELY REACHING THE RANK OF MAJOR GENERAL.  

DURING THIS TIME, HE WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR SHAPING FINANCIAL STRATEGY, DEVELOPING BUDGETS, AND EXECUTING INFRASTRUCTURE PROGRAMS TOTALING MORE THAN $7 BILLION ANNUALLY.  

HE ALSO DIRECTED THE OPERATIONAL READINESS AND NATIONAL DISASTER RESPONSE OF THE U.S. AIR FORCE COMBAT ENGINEERS AND THE DEVELOPMENT AND OPERATIONS OF ALL AIR FORCE BASES AROUND THE WORLD.
AFTER RETIRING FROM THE U.S. AIR FORCE, GENERAL AHEARN CARVED OUT AN ENTIRELY SEPARATE 18‑YEAR CAREER WITH CH2MHILL, WHERE HE SERVED AS EXECUTIVE LEADER IN THE ENGINEERING BUSINESS LINES OF TRANSPORTATION, ENVIRONMENT, WATER, INDUSTRIAL DESIGN AND RELATED INFRASTRUCTURE.
AS VICE CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD OF CH2MHILL, GENERAL AHEARN WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING, GOVERNMENT AFFAIRS, STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS AND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT.
HIS PASSION FOR ENGINEERING, EDUCATION AND APPLICATION FOR SUSTAINABLE SYSTEMS AND SERVICES IN THE DEVELOPING WORLD IS READILY EVIDENT BY HIS SERVING AS SPONSOR AND GOVERNING DIRECTOR AS ENGINEERS WITHOUT BORDERS USA.  

HE HAS SERVED IN A VARIETY OF CAPACITIES IN PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS, INCLUDING A DISTINGUISHED AMERICAN SOCIETY OF CIVIL ENGINEERS AND ALSO SERVING IN THIS ORGANIZATION'S INDUSTRY LEADERS COUNCIL.  

HE IS THE PAST NATIONAL PRESIDENT OF THE SOCIETY OF AMERICAN MILITARY ENGINEERS, NATIONAL ACADEMY OF CONSTRUCTION, AND WAS RECENTLY INDUCTED INTO THE NATIONAL ACADEMY OF ENGINEERS.  

AMONG NUMEROUS AWARDS RECOGNIZING HIS PASSION FOR AND EXCELLENCE IN THE ENGINEERING PROFESSION, HE HAS RECEIVED THE AIR FORCE ORDER OF THE SWORD, THE HIGHEST HONOR OF THE NON‑COMMISSIONED OFFICER CORPS OF THE U.S. AIR FORCE.  
HE HAS ALSO BEEN RECOGNIZED WITH THE NEWMAN MEDAL FROM THE SOCIETY OF AMERICAN MILITARY ENGINEERS, WAS NAMED AN HONORARY MEMBER OF THE AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF ARCHITECTS, RECEIVED THE SAME GOLDEN EAGLE AWARD FOR LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AND IS THE RECIPIENT OF THE 2010 ASCE AWARD OPAL FOR LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT.  

PLEASE HELP ME IN WELCOMING TO THE PODIUM GENERAL BUD AHEARN.
(APPLAUSE).
>> General Ahearn:  My name is Bud.
(LAUGHTER).
>> General Ahearn:  And I’ve come to play with the Gators.
And I couldn’t be more proud than to be with you today.
Thank you and good evening, graduates, and all those who hold our graduates dear.
>>Dean Abernathy, I could not be more honored and humbled to join you, your administrators and faculty to celebrate the graduation of so many performance-ready, rock-solid University of Florida engineers.  When we celebrate we joyfully acknowledge the presence of the graduates, their family and friends, their mentors and coaches, and particularly their professors. Celebrating graduation is an attentive and gracious joy of presence as we take the time to recognize, to open our eyes and behold in our lives the quiet miracles and gifts that seek no attention; yet each day they nourish, shelter and animate our lives. This is the very stuff that brings radiance to the faces of our graduates, poise to their carriage and excitement to the hearts of all who hold the graduates dear. Graduates you make us all proud.
Visiting the capitol of Gator Nation always creates a rush but few, if any, will match participating in your graduates’ commencement events.
Believe me, our nation and the world need the research, engineering capacity and entrepreneurism embodied in this rightfully proud group before us. Research, engineering, and entrepreneurism are forces of technology and collectively these forces of technology are known to be one of the five instruments of national\regional power. The other instruments being our political system, psychosocial culture, economic system and our security system. When the strands of all these instruments are strong and tightly woven together, regions, nations and their allies flourish. Strengthening the instrument strands and weaving them together are acts of leadership. My remarks today address the compelling need for exceptional leadership from the engineering profession..

 Ladies and gentlemen, we are the stewards of the technology instrument. Unfortunately two National Academy of Engineering studies conducted during the past six years tell us that we are weak kneed and getting weaker. Power by definition is force and the will to apply it. Today we see significant issues of National Will  as evidenced in shortfalls in the pipeline of STEM education, technology investment, implementable national policy and priorities and very importantly, engineer-leadership. Hence, we as stewards, must put our “Leadership in Motion.” We must Build a Leadership Culture in the profession of engineering to strengthen the Will to close these technology gaps. We engineers must step out into the market square to engage, inspire and influence decision makers in government, education and the private sector. We are being called to put our Leadership in Motion.
Now, to the engineering mind, leadership in motion connotes several points: The first one is overcoming inertia, meaning inaction and passivity, and means releasing captured energy-- hesitancy and timidity caused by real or imagined overpowering competition. Behavioral entropy, ladies and gentlemen, is slow death, and so this notion of leadership takes on more meaning when we look at motion, meaning movement and purposefulness and velocity and direction and mass and momentum and progress--leaders, engineers on the move.
Leadership means the synergy of art and science, the art of influence, aligning the hearts, minds, and souls to achieve a common purpose. The science piece of leadership is the mental model-systems thinking framework within which the art is practiced. Leadership holds more promise than the science of management or the possibilities of technology. It is ultimately defined in the context of the enterprise and the moment… breakthrough moments like the transcontinental railroad, the interstate highway system, the space program, the cold war, the viral expansion of information technology,  bio technology, the Chilean Mine Rescue, and perhaps the alternative energy and infrastructure programs so sorely needed by our globe.
Now The context we engineers find ourselves in is both bright and dark. Bright for its scope of opportunity to improve the life quality and implement sustainability initiatives for the peoples of the world, bright for the latent possibilities of research, innovation and entrepreneurism that will drive our economy and job creation in industries of energy, infrastructure, nano and bio technology,  and IT, bright for the mission opportunities of this great university, and bright for the promise and possibilities you graduates represent.

The context dims somewhat as we assess the business community rocked by corporate scandal, the tech bubble, market crash, wealth evaporation, severe recession, excessive government debt, and joblessness.  Terrorism, war, revolutionary chaos and distrust of institutions could compound the situation from dimness to darkness, if we let it. Gentle people, we won’t let it darken our spirits. It is with unwavering optimism and ingenuity that we will read, respond and burn through these clouds. 

Our engineering profession has not escaped this dim expose. We have a serious litany of culpability: The 3 Mile Island nuclear power-environmental pollution shame, the Space Shuttle Challenger shame, America’s infrastructure “D” grade and its questionable resiliency--Hurricane Katrina, the Cedar Rapids Iowa flood of 2008--last year’s Gulf Offshore Oil Operations disaster and the Futushima earthquakes, tsunami, and nuclear power catastrophe. 

These and many other engineering industry breakdowns call the questions “Where were the leader-engineers in the histories of these moments?” Are our engineers prepared to lead? Is it not time to build an enduring leadership culture in the engineering profession, to become intentional about the principles of stewardship and ethical decision making championed by revered men and women?

Lest we lose our way in darkness, let’s look to the light for life.  The heliotropic effect reminds leader-engineers that: All Living beings turn to the light for life. 

The grand challenges for engineering technology presented us by the National Academy of Engineers are full of light.  They are today’s breakthrough moments in waiting. Tops on the list of these challenges are: making solar power economical, providing energy from fusion, developing carbon sequestration methods, providing access to clean water, and restoring and improving urban infrastructure, reverse engineering the brain, and securing cyberspace.

You will notice that there are compelling human needs behind these challenges. You will also notice the active voice of engineers in these challenges:

Make--provide--develop--improve--secure... these are aim-high aspirations, for sure. Some may think too high given the technical, investment, and public policy hurdles embedded in these challenges. I think the challenges are a great fit for us. Michelangelo once remarked that “The greatest sin of humankind was not aiming too high and not quite succeeding but aiming low and succeeding.” When we look at the pluck and professional readiness of today’s  engineers (young and calloused alike) we see them driven by high purpose; they love to build and belong to a potent human force so strong as to make their purpose happen; they love to serve- to contribute- to give and they aim high for others with heroic aspirations. This uplifting state of mind and connectedness are the prerequisites for meeting these awesome challenges.

Beyond the prerequisites there are strategic imperatives for the engineering profession. At the very top of my list of imperatives are: building an enduring leadership culture and heeding the admonition of Dr. Charles M. Vest, president of the National Academy of Engineers, that we must cure our blindness to “How dramatically the world has changed and our place in it.”
We will never cure the blindness without an enduring leadership culture, without the research that goes on in this remarkable university, without education and entrepreneurism, and without rehab from our national addictions, such as the myth that we are #1 in most everything, that research is not a high-priority business investment, fossil fuel, and other nations’ STEM talent. I would add an engineer’s habitual misunderstanding that “Business schools are where engineers go for leadership education.”
Our purpose today is to emphasize to you graduating engineers and administrators and faculty alike that there exists a compelling urgency for leader engineers in our communities, our nation, and our world.  Hats off to your College of Engineering Dean and faculty for recognizing this need and acting to build a Leadership Institute within the College. This Institute will be huge for the students, faculty, and the globe. Mark my word, you will press a lot of many fine times between the pages of your lives when you learn and practice the art of leadership. Here we will learn through the crucible of hands-on learning that leadership is not a matter of position. It is a passionate pursuit of purpose for us all as we guide one another to the sources of our own power. Graduates, find a way to come back to the Institute to enrich the sweep of your impact. You will learn to think of the world in terms of finding interdisciplined solutions to big problems like the aforementioned challenges. You will make your life and the lives you serve all the better.
Learning and practicing leadership starts with a personal commitment to life-long character development (the constant pursuit of truth, competency, self awareness, integrity, ingenuity, service to others and heroic aspirations).

Engineers are particularly good at working with mental models and systems thinking, so let me suggest such an approach for life planning.  Note I did not suggest career planning. The engineering profession needs your whole person drawn from the strengths of your whole life.

Our baseline will be the wellsprings of a great life--family, education, workplace, profession, community, spirituality and fun. In your early years you have drawn a lot from these wells and built a lot of relationships. These relationships have lifted you up and placed you on the upward, outward spiral of growth.  Over time you have defined your strengths and have begun to acquire some well-earned atta-boys and atta-girls like being called a “rising leader.” At the same time you have observed how interdependent we all are if we are to get something of significance done. We also have observed how different we all are as we play out the central tendencies we have developed from our whole life experiences and our studies:
Some of us are all about collaboration and teamwork, some all about competing and outperforming client and stakeholder expectations--their mantra is to score more than the competition, some all about creativity and innovation in pursuit of breakthrough performance--here is where the crazies live, and some all about control, the use of structure, process, tools, and rules with quality service and products as the intended outcomes--this is the home of control freaks.
The Myers Briggs data tells us we differ as to how we engage, uptake information, judge and decide. We also know that behavior traits like dominance, extroversion, pace, conformity and logic vary widely.

By themselves these tendencies are all beneficial in practice, yet these differences express competing values, generate interpersonal friction, and set up a need for issue resolution.  We may not have to look any further than our own families to validate these points! I am exaggerating a bit, but it’s not unlike the bar scene of strange characters in Star Wars--we will need the Luke Skywalkers and the Princess Leias to guide the way. Or like in Herman Melville’s “Moby Dick”--we will depend on the first mates like Starbuck to resolve the Captain’s issues of obsession and align the shipmates?  So which approach is best? A good consultant would tell you “it depends”. It depends on your ingenuity, the capacity to read situations and to be flexible and adaptable enough to shape, integrate and apply one or more of these behavioral approaches to fit the situation and propel achievement to the intended outcome. Here we conclude that leadership depends on the situation, the players and the intended outcomes.

As we continue our ride up the upward and outward spiral of success, one day we hear folks call us leader. Whoa! That gives us pause – to reflect with a sense of gratitude, a sense of responsibility and a redefined sense of purpose. You might find yourselves reflecting from a perch atop a flagpole, assessing the ride enabled by the many folks in those well-springs. You see them pushing, holding you up and celebrating your attributes as the best enablers to align the group to achieve their goals, wants, and needs. After all, that is why they chose you.

Great leaders see this and conclude that they must, if they are to fulfill the expectations of all who have supported them, give back way more than they take. They discover leadership to be a selfless act of giving, contributing, sacrificing, debating while relentlessly pursuing “the right thing to do” for others. If we don’t give back more than we take, our supporters let go. You will come down that flagpole so fast your thighs will burn, particularly when the matter deals with issues of integrity and professionalism. 

Robert Quinn’s book “Building the Bridge As You Walk On It” tells us that we must learn to lead and govern ourselves before we are ready to lead others. He cites that scholars have found that humankind’s foundational state is wired in such a way that it is self centered, comfortable, closed, and externally directed--like teenager fads or followers of industry trends.  If we are to lead, we must, with the help of others, change the wiring and reboot your values and world view and:

Learn to move from the state of self-centeredness--dynamics from birth, survival with mother; self sufficiency skills; confidence and self esteem, self absorption, and simply just plain selfishness. Research tells us that we all take that self centered trip most every day. The measure of rightness is how much priority we give to that self-centered zone versus spending our lives being “others centered.”

Learn to move from the comfort zone where our propensity for the familiar, for security, for dependency or low risk interdependency limits our growth, our human capacity, our potential to learn and serve

Learn to move from closedness where our culture--attitudes, beliefs, behaviors and networks--may foment disrespect, minimize the potential of synergy, marginalize groups of talent, generate distrust and fail to expand the visions of what is possible

Learn to move from an externally driven life strategy wherein externalities as defined or created by others like consumerism shape our daily decisions. Group dynamics such as those of teenager’s fads or followers of industry trends are externally driven behaviors. Principled centered lives such as Gandhi’s, Martin Luther King’s, Nelson Mandela, and Christ are internally directed. So was Victor Frankl’s seminal work “Mans Search for Meaning” scripted while he lost his freedom and family in a Nazi concentration camp. He survived his suffering by recognizing that the most powerful motivation and driver for humans is finding authentic meaning in life. Even in this horrible life-taking environment he found and helped others to find meaning for life.

Wonderful things happen when we move from self centeredness to “others” centeredness, from comfort to vision-driven entrepreneurial risk, from closedness to inclusiveness and respect, and from being externally to internally directed.

You will find yourselves connecting, enriching, and lifting up others; you will discover your team racing naked and alone down the pathways of uncertainty buoyed by their vision, talents, skills, and ingenuity into places of extraordinary performance known as the flow, the zone; you will find that your openness will be engaging, energizing and creative, expansive; and you will find that your value based internal compass, your visionary belief, unwavering standards and self discipline will create uniqueness and extraordinary performance.  All this is to say that you and your team will have moved from a low potential foundational state to the high potential state of leadership.
Most of us did not study and experience these things in the engineering curriculum. After all, colleges of engineering are about preparing students and researchers to make technology work for their clients and communities as they build a better world. If the wellsprings of your “whole life” have already created a knowledge framework and “doing” momentum you are exceptionally endowed. My point is to challenge your thought, to offer a way of “mental flossing”. Dare I suggest that visioning, strategy shaping, aligning stakeholders to common purpose, allocating resources, overseeing performance and celebrating remarkable performance are not only the functions of leadership, but acts which find their roots in the study of the humanities, in the truths of faith communities, and in the codes of conduct of our professional disciplines.  These roots vector us to the highest state of human condition: virtuousness.

Said another way, the work of leadership is enabling; it is a stewardship responsibility for the benefit of society. It is our gold stamp attesting to our work standards. In our engineering profession a standard means more than meeting performance expectations. The meaning of the word “standard” comes from the cultures of both Germany and France. The German culture speaks to the fusion of heraldry - in today’s vernacular, a brand promise that signals the purposefulness and strength of the group. The French, given to more ruffles and flourishes, say it’s more than that. The standard is a platform--stage--that enables an unequivocal expression of what we stand upon--our values--what we stand for, when we stand up, how we stand out and when we stand together.

Colleagues, learning how to be an effective leader for the good of society is a life-long journey into human philosophy, sociology, psychology, and theology. It starts with knowing how to discern what is right and wrong and acting with the moral obligation to what is right. C.S. Lewis’ book titled “Mere Christianity” treats the subject of “what is right” exceptionally well. He also paints a rotten picture of prideful and arrogant people. He was a convert from atheism and was commissioned by the Churchill Administration as an English radio commentator for the people of Great Britain during World War II. Churchill understood the power of spirituality not only as a source of truth but a connecting, aligning force for the good of society. As you know so well, Churchill and FDR prevailed as exceptionally connected allies. Their inspiring and shared moral beliefs, their trust in one another, and their ingenuity at marshaling the resources of their nations were forces for the good of humankind.

Before I quiet, let me suggest that leadership in the end is about character--competence and core values.

Leaders have a well developed inner compass, their own and their organization’s core values. Your great College of Engineering has one too--your compass has five points: professional excellence, integrity, service, creativity, and leadership. Guided by this inner compass, you will come to know yourselves as well as knowing your craft.

In years past I have had the opportunity to participate in shaping the core values of the US Air Force, CH2M HILL, and Engineers Without Borders USA.

The Air Force chose Integrity First, Service before Self, and Excellence in everything we do. The Air Force is one of four services making up the Defense Department--the most respected institution in America.

CH2M HILL chose Integrity, Creativity, Project Excellence, and Respect--CH2M HILL is an industry leader.

Engineers Without Borders – USA chose Integrity, Service, 
Collaboration, Ingenuity, Leadership, and Safety. EWB-USA is the fastest growing and most impactful young professional organization on the globe. By the way, EWB projects are an exceptional leadership laboratory.

Know that your University and profession want you to know yourselves--talents, interests, skills, core values, and world view--so well that you will define your own personal compass--your character--that will enable you to faultlessly judge what is right and wrong, what is value- creating  and value-depleting, and what is most meaningful for your clients, your communities, your people and yourselves . When your personal values and your organization’s values are tightly aligned extraordinary possibilities are envisioned, great teams form and breakthrough performance becomes the norm rather than the exception. 

When an organization’s people are aligned like this you will see:

Leaders at all levels asking themselves hard questions about their faithfulness to their inner compass and having the courage to answer the questions and act to correct their course should they be wavering 

Junior and rising leaders turning themselves into a living laboratory that empowers them to embrace a life long journey of observation, persistence, humility and growth

Leaders wiring the joint with trust. They understand the ultimate value of relationships

Leaders are often not the best players on the team, but they do best exemplify the character, competence, connectedness, and caring expectations of the group.

Leader-engineers celebrating what’s right with the world. They know that they are on a journey chock full of opportunity and possibilities. They know that leadership doesn’t happen by spontaneous combustion. No, they must set themselves on fire. What could be better than to wake up with your hair on fire, loving what you do, loving who you do it for, and loving who you do it with? Indeed opportunities and possibilities like this come all dressed up in overalls--looking like work, but work is doing something you don’t want to do--over time you will come to cherish your overalls.
It is time to shut this down, but before I close, dare I ask you to make a moral choice? Will you choose to aspire to

Be the best IN the world 

or

Be best FOR the world?

This is the choice that will propel the building an enduring leadership culture into the fabric of our profession. This is a choice that will move you from excellence to extraordinary, from success to significance. You will find your answer in your bank where you have invested your intellectual, emotional, and spiritual quotients in search of the highest long term return for a richly fulfilling life.

Champions love playing with champions. Gator Nation, you are champions! Live as brave men and women and if fortune is adverse, front it with brave hearts. Today we are very proud for you. Tomorrow we will be counting on you. God bless you always

(APPLAUSE AND CHEERS).


