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By Nadine M. Post

Mysteries of

Structural Engineers Labor To Unravel

Designers fear future collapse

from misinterpretation
or miscalculation

Building Codes

Until recently when he started running marathons, struc-
tural engineer Clifford W. Schwinger’s only true obsession
was cracking the mysteries of the codes. Deciphering com-
plexities and clarifying ambiguities in building design stan-
dards is not exactly Schwinger’ idea of a good use of time.

But he does not expect his compulsion to
subside untl there is code reform,
“You're in big trouble if you design a
new building structure and don't
——— 1 meet the letter of the code,”
says Schwinger, quality assur-
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man & Associates, King of
Prussia, Pa. “Even if there is
no ‘real’ problem, there
could be potential serious
ramifications from a lia-
hility standpaoint.”
Increasing  code
complexity has given
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complex equations; un-
i clear language and poor ex-
: it planations. They also com-
A Relief. Cards will replace 220-page text for plain about code cycles that
simple steel frame design, say steel spec writers. are too short, making it virtually
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ance manager at Cagley Har- |

impossible to keep up with changes. And
many object to code committees packed
with engineers, including managers and
academics, who don’t actually use the
codes on a day-to-day basis.

Time spent deciphering codes is tme

| away from creating quality designs, say

sources. Incomprehensible codes help no
one “except the lawyers,” says Schwinger.

When Schwinger solves a code co-
nundrum, he e-mails a “TEK note™ 1o 31
people in his office. Since 2001, he has
written 700 notes. TEK 568 was on large
uplift forces on column base plates. TEK
581 was on clear cover to reinforcing
steel in shear walls. TEK 587 was on effi-
cient structural steel connections.

Mot all firms have or can afford a
Schwinger. Perhaps that’s why James B.
DeStefano, senior partmer of the Fair-
field, Conn., firm bearing his name, thinks
it's only “a matter of ime” before a major
structural collapse results from a building
code misinterpretation.

Labyrinth of Provisions

Others agree. Maneuvering through the
labyrinth of provisions can lead the engi-
neer to lose sight of critical “big picture”
issues, including overall stability and
punching shear, says Aine Brazil, a man-
aging principal of Thornton-Tomasett
Group, New York City. “Codes and com-
mentaries do very little to give direction
on priorities,” she says.
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