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COL. (MD ret.) David S. Thaler 
PE, LS, DFE, D.WRE, EWRI, FRGS, F.ASCE, F.NSPE

Is the Managing Principal of D.S. Thaler & Assoc., LLC; a civil and environmental engineering firm that 
he founded in 1978.  In 2019 he won the award as the top Professional Engineer in the United States 
given by the National Society of Professional Engineers.  
Thaler is involved with projects of extraordinary complexity and his firm has designed more than 4,000 
residential, commercial, industrial and institutional land development assignments throughout the 
Mid-Atlantic region.  The firm has extensive experience with large, difficult, and environmentally 
complex projects and has created many innovative designs.
Extremely active in professional affairs, Thaler has served on the Board of Directors of the Maryland 
Society of Professional Engineers for over 30 years, including as President.  He represented the 
professional engineering community in legislation on numerous matters before the General Assembly 
of Maryland and on regulatory issues before the Maryland Board for Professional Engineers and the 
Maryland Department of Labor. 
Thaler has been a highly visible and vocal advocate for well-engineered and designed communities 
and has been a tireless voice of the engineering profession.  He has published more than 250 articles 
and five books on a wide variety of subjects, and has lectured at more than a dozen colleges and 
universities.  



Andrew Brown, PE

A civil engineering graduate of Virginia Tech and a Maryland licensed professional engineer, 
Andrew Brown has over a decade of experience working as a civil engineer and project manager 
with a demonstrated history of work in the construction industry.  His civil engineering career has 
spanned multiple disciplines including Land Development, Engineered Construction Products, 
Geotechnical Engineering, and Construction Site Inspection.  
He currently designs and manages multi-million dollar infrastructure projects as a project manager 
for the Baltimore County Department of Public Works and Transportation and serves as the 
current President of the Maryland Society of Professional Engineers.  Andrew combines his love of 
engineering and his passion for working with people to serve the engineering profession and 
mentor the next generation of engineers.



Engineering ethics can often seem very theoretical, and in some cases not 
very applicable.  Andrew Brown and David Thaler host a conversation 
covering some of the everyday ethical issues encountered by engineers 
and provide some tips for avoiding these ethical dilemmas.  Their 
discussion covers the ethical obligations of engineers, the meaning and 
proper use of the engineering seal, common ethical violations, and 
practical advice on how to protect yourself from common problems in 
engineering practice. 

    ABSTRACT
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WHY ETHICS?
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WHY ETHICS?

N OT  HAV I N G A  CO DE O F  ET HI CS  HAS  
S EV ER E  CO N S Q U ENCES
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WHY ETHICS? 

L E T ’ S  S TA R T  W I T H  A  S TO RY
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WHY ETHICS? 

L E T ’ S  S TA R T  W I T H  A  S TO RY
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YOUR OBLIGATIONS

THE PUBLIC OTHER PROFESSIONALS

EMPLOYER / CLIENT SELF / FAMILY10



PROTECT THE PUBLIC HEALTH, WELFARE AND 
SAFETY

WORK UNDER UNAMBIGUOUS WRITTEN 
AGREEMENTS

PRACTICE COMPETENTLY

BE HONEST

PRESERVE CONFIDENTIALITY

1
2
3
4
5

BASIC 
PRINCIPLES

STAY UP TO DATE6
AVOID CONFLICTS OF INTEREST7
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WHEN IN DOUBT, 
DO THE RIGHT THING.

THALER’S IRON LAW OF ETHICS:
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DELINEATION DILEMMA:
WHAT IS  THE RIGHT THING TO DO?
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(WETLAND INDICATOR)

DELINEATION 
DILEMMA: 

W H AT I S  TH E  R I GH T 
TH I N G TO  D O ?
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DELINEATION 
DILEMMA
W H AT I S  TH E  
R I GH T TH I N G 
TO  D O ?
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THOUGHT EXPERIMENT:

TELL  IT  TO  THE  JUDGE
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BE CAREFUL OF 
OPINIONS

AS A LICENSED 
PROFESSIONAL, YOUR 

OPINION HAS SIGNIFICANCE, 
AND YOUR WORDS CAN BE 

USED AGAINST YOU.

17



UNDERSTANDING
THE PROFESSIONAL SEAL

What does i t  mean,  and what  are you responsible  for?
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UNDERSTANDING THE PROFESSIONAL SEAL

7000-YEAR-OLD
IMPRESSION 

SEAL

19



UNDERSTANDING 
THE 
PROFESSIONAL 
SEAL

2 5 0 0-YEAR-OL D
I M P R ESS ION  
S EA L
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MAGNA CARTA
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MASON AND DIXON PLAT OF SURVEY 1767
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SIGNATURES AND SEALS 
ON THE
MASON AND DIXON PLAT OF SURVEY 1767
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UNDERSTANDING 
THE 

PROFESSIONAL 
SEAL

A  p r o f e s s i o n a l  e n g i n e e r ’s  
s e a l  a n d  s i g n a t u r e  s e r v e  
a s  a  s i g n a l  t h a t  t h e  
d o c u m e n t s  m e e t  
a p p l i c a b l e  e n g i n e e r i n g  
s t a n d a r d s  f r o m  a  
p r o f e s s i o n a l  w h o  i s  
q u a l i f i e d  b y  e d u c a t i o n ,  
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  l i c e n s i n g  
a n d  i s  e t h i c a l l y  b o u n d  t o  
g u a r d  t h e  h e a l t h ,  s a f e t y  
a n d  w e l f a r e  o f  t h e  p u b l i c .  
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UNDERSTANDING 
THE 

PROFESSIONAL 
SEAL

I n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  
s i g n a t u r e  a n d  s e a l  i s

PERSONAL 
KNOWLEDGE
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Excerpts from NSPE Code of Ethics for Engineers:

Section II: Rules of Practice

1: Engineers shall hold paramount the safety, health, and welfare of the public.

1b: Engineers shall approve only those engineering documents that are in conformity 
with applicable standards.

2a: Engineers shall undertake assignments only when qualified by education or 
experience in the specific technical fields involved.

2b: Engineers shall not affix their signatures to any plans or documents dealing with 
subject matter in which they lack competence, nor to any plan or document not 
prepared under their direction and control.

Code of Ethics for Engineers
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UNDERSTANDING 
THE 

PROFESSIONAL 
SEAL

T h e  e n g i n e e r  i s

P E R S O N A L LY  A S S U R I N G   
T H E  P U B L I C  
t h a t  h e  o r  s h e  h a s  
r e v i e w e d  t h e  s e a l e d  
d o c u m e n t

YOU CANNOT 
EVADE 
PERSONAL 
RESPONSIBILITY 
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YOU HAVE PERSONALLY PREPARED, 
SUPERVISED, OR REVIEWED

MEET APPLICABLE SAFETY AND 
ENGINEERING STANDARDS

HAVE THE ABILITY TO CHANGE THE PLAN

1

2

3

RULES FOR 
SIGNING AND

SEALING
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31

Insert Dave’s letter here
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TROUBLE

AND TIPS FOR STAYING 
OUT OF IT
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LICENSING BOARD 
DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS

1 8 , 0 0 0  L I C E N S E D  P R O F E S S I O N A L  E N G I N E E R S  I N  T H E  S T A T E  O F  M A R Y L A N D

A V E R A G E  O F  2 0  C O M P L A I N T S  P E R  Y E A R

6 0  D I S C I P L I N A R Y  A C T I O N S  T A K E N  F R O M  2 0 1 3  T O  2 0 2 3

CPC FAILURE 
47 (76%)

MISUSE OF SEAL 10 
(16%)

LICENSE 
SUSPENDED 1 (1%)

UNLICENSED PRACTICE 1 
(2%)

DENIED 1 (2%)
ISSUED IN ERROR 2 (3%)
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LICENSING BOARD 
DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS
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LICENSING BOARD 
DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS

1 8 , 0 0 0  L I C E N S E D  P R O F E S S I O N A L  E N G I N E E R S  I N  T H E  S T A T E  O F  M A R Y L A N D

A V E R A G E  O F  2 0  C O M P L A I N T S  P E R  Y E A R

6 0  D I S C I P L I N A R Y  A C T I O N S  T A K E N  F R O M  2 0 1 3  T O  2 0 2 3

CPC FAILURE 
47 (76%)

MISUSE OF SEAL 10 
(16%)

LICENSE 
SUSPENDED 1 (1%)

UNLICENSED PRACTICE 1 
(2%)

DENIED 1 (2%)
ISSUED IN ERROR 2 (3%)
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LICENSING BOARD 
DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS

C P C  R E Q U I R E M E N T S  A R E  O N LY  1 6  H O U R S  E V E R Y  2  Y E A R S  I N  T H E  
S TAT E  O F  M A R Y L A N D ,  W I T H  A  M I N I M U M  O F  1  H O U R  O F  
C O N T E N T  R E L AT E D  T O  E T H I C A L  C O N C E R N S ,  C O D E  O F  C O N D U C T,  
S TA N D A R D S  O F  C A R E ,  O R  A P P L I C A B L E  L A W S  A N D  R E G U L AT I O N S .

CPC FAILURE 
47 (76%)

MISUSE OF SEAL 10 
(16%)

LICENSE 
SUSPENDED 1 (1%)

UNLICENSED PRACTICE 1 
(2%)

DENIED 1 (2%)
ISSUED IN ERROR 2 (3%)
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Excerpt from COMAR 09.23.06.03(B.)

A minimum of 1 PDH unit in each individual biennial licensing term shall be earned from the 
participation in and the completion of qualifying programs with content areas related to the 
following:

(1) The awareness of ethical concerns and conflicts related to the practice of engineering;

(2) An enhanced familiarity with the code of conduct for professional engineers;

(3) An understanding of standards of practice or care related to the practice of engineering; or

(4) Laws and regulations applicable to the practice of engineering in Maryland.

CODE OF MARYLAND REGULATIONS (COMAR) 
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GET YOUR CPC CREDITS, AND DON’T LIE 
ABOUT IT

TROUBLE

AND TIPS FOR 
STAYING OUT OF IT
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GET YOUR CPC CREDITS, AND DON’T LIE 
ABOUT IT

WORK UNDER 
UNAMBIGUOUS WRITTEN 
AGREEMENTS

TROUBLE

AND TIPS FOR 
STAYING OUT OF IT
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THE IMPORTANCE 
OF UNAMBIGOUS 

WRITTEN 
AGREEMENTS

M A KE  S UR E  YOUR  S COP E  OF  WOR K,  
S CHE DUL E,  A N D T E R M S OF  
COM P E N SATION A R E  CL EA R

41



THE IMPORTANCE 
OF UNAMBIGOUS 

WRITTEN 
AGREEMENTS

L I M I TATION OF  L I A B I L I TY  CL AUS E

42

To  t h e  m a x i mum ex tent  p erm i tted  by  
l a w,  t h e  c l i ent  a g rees  to  l i m i t  t h e  
con s u l tant ’s  l i a b i l i ty  for  t h e  c l i ent ’s  
d a m ages  to  a  s u m  of  $ . . . . . . .  o r  t h e  
con s u l tant ’s  fee ,  w h i c hever  i s  g rea ter.



CERTIFICATIONS
CA R E F UL LY  R E V I EW A N D UN DE RSTAND 
T HE  L A N G UANGE OF  A  CE RT I F I CATION 
BE FOR E  YOU S I G N OF F.   CA N  YOU 
G UA R A NTEE  T HAT  WHAT  YOU A R E  
S I G NING I S  I N  FAC T  T R UE ?

43

… M E E T  A L L  A P P L I C A B L E  LO C A L ,  S TAT E ,  
A N D  F E D E R A L  C O D E S …

… H A S  B E E N  C O N S T R U C T E D  I N  C O M P L E T E  
A C C O R D A N C E  W I T H  D E S I G N  D R AW I N G S …



CERTIFICATIONS
CON S I DE R R E V I S I NG T HE  L A N G UAGE 
TO S OM E T HING YOU CA N  
R EA S ONA BLY  S I G N OF F  ON .

44

… TO  T H E  B E S T  O F  M Y  K N O W L E D G E …

… H A S  B E E N  C O N S T R U C T E D  I N  G E N E R A L  
C O N F O R M A N C E  W I T H  D E S I G N  D R AW I N G S …



CERTIFICATIONS
FORG E T  BOI L E R P LATE  L A N G UAGE.   
CE RT I F Y  ON LY  WHAT  I S  ACCUR AT E  
A N D T R UE .
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GET YOUR CPC CREDITS, AND DON’T LIE 
ABOUT IT

WORK UNDER 
UNAMBIGUOUS WRITTEN 
AGREEMENTS

DO WHAT YOU KNOW 
PRACTICE ONLY IN AREA OF 
COMPETENCY

TROUBLE

AND TIPS FOR 
STAYING OUT OF IT

46



STANDARD OF CARE
i s  o u r  r e q u i r e m e n t  t o  p e r fo r m  s e r v i c e s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h a t  l e v e l  o f  
c a r e  a n d  s k i l l  o r d i n a r i l y  exe r c i s e d  b y  m e m b e rs  o f  t h e  s a m e  p ro fe s s i o n  
p ra c t i c i n g  u n d e r  s i m i l a r  c i r c u m sta n c e s  a n d  p e r fo r m i n g  s i m i l a r  s e r v i c e s  
i n  t h e  s a m e  o r  s i m i l a r  l o c a l i t y  i n  t h e  s a m e  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e .

THERE IS NO 

“HIGHEST STANDARD OF CARE.”
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STANDARD OF CARE
i s  o u r  r e q u i r e m e n t  t o  p e r fo r m  s e r v i c e s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h a t  l e v e l  o f  
c a r e  a n d  s k i l l  o r d i n a r i l y  exe r c i s e d  b y  m e m b e rs  o f  t h e  s a m e  p ro fe s s i o n  
p ra c t i c i n g  u n d e r  s i m i l a r  c i r c u m sta n c e s  a n d  p e r fo r m i n g  s i m i l a r  s e r v i c e s  
i n  t h e  s a m e  o r  s i m i l a r  l o c a l i t y  i n  t h e  s a m e  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e .
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PLAY  THE  CARDS  YOU’RE  DEALT
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PLAY  THE  CARDS  YOU’RE  DEALT
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PLAY  THE  CARDS  YOU’RE  DEALT
51



EMERGING 
TECHNOLOGY
& THE 
DIGITAL SEAL
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SECURING
YOUR 
DIGITAL 
SEAL
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Excerpt from COMAR 09.23.03.09 (E.)(2)(b)

(i) It contains identification unique to a licensee using it, such as the licensee’s name and license 
number;

(ii) It is under the exclusive control of the licensee using it;

(iii) It cannot be repudiated and is independently verifiable; and

(iv) It is linked to the document in such a manner that any subsequent modifications to the 
document after the digital signature was appended to it will result in the document no longer 
being prepared or approved by the licensee.

CODE OF MARYLAND REGULATIONS (COMAR) 
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SECURING
YOUR
DIGITAL 
SEAL

59

W H E R E  D O E S  Y O U R  
S E A L  E N D  A N D  T H E  
N E X T  B E G I N S ?



EMERGING 
TECHNOLOGIES

60

U N D E R S TA N D  Y O U R  
T O O L S ,  T H E I R  L I M I T S ,  
A N D  T H E I R  U S E S

T H E R E  I S  N O  E S TA B L I S H E D  
S TA N D A R D  O F  C A R E



GET YOUR CPC CREDITS, AND DON’T LIE 
ABOUT IT

WORK UNDER 
UNAMBIGUOUS WRITTEN 
AGREEMENTS

DO WHAT YOU KNOW 
PRACTICE ONLY IN AREA OF 
COMPETENCY

MAINTAIN THE DISCIPLINES OF 
GOOD BUSINESS PRACTICES

TROUBLE

AND TIPS FOR 
STAYING OUT OF IT
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CONFLICTS OF
INTEREST
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CONFLICTS OF
INTEREST

WHEN IN DOUBT
DISCLOSE
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IN

CLOSING ETHICS • TRUST • SUCCESS

KEEPING  YOUR 

LICENSE
YOUR 

INTEGRITY
AND  YOUR 

SANITY

A  C O N V E R S AT I O N  
O N  N A V I G AT I N G  
E V E R Y D AY  
E T H I C A L  I S S U E S  
I N  E N G I N E E R I N G  
A N D  S U R V E Y I N G  
P R A C T I C E
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QUESTIONS?

Contacts:

David S. Thaler
D.S. Thaler & Assoc., LLC.
Phone: 410-944-3647
E-mail: dsthaler@dsthaler.com

Andrew Brown
Baltimore County DPWT
Phone: 410-887-3781
E-mail: tbrown9@baltimorecountymd.gov
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