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Responsible Charge of Public Works Projects 
 

Statement of Purpose 
The American Public Works Association (APWA) seeks to inform elected officials, 
policy-makers and decision-makers and the public at-large of its stated position on 
responsible charge of public works projects.  
 
Statement of Position 
APWA believes that the protection of the public health, safety and welfare in design, 
construction and operation of public works projects is one of the primary responsibilities 
of Federal, State/Provincial, regional and local government agencies.  APWA believes 
that this responsibility can best be met by assuring that professionals who are 
appropriately qualified by education, experience and professional licensing are placed in 
"responsible charge" of public works projects and services.  Further, APWA believes that 
governmental agencies should rigorously follow both the letter and intent of the various 
State/Provincial statutory requirements with respect to "responsible charge" of design, 
construction and operation for public works projects, infrastructure and services. 
 
Background and Rationale 
APWA is concerned that governmental agencies may ignore the intent of professional 
licensing and registration statutes by removing licensed professionals from the final 
decision-making process.  Many governmental agencies have increased the use of 
professional public administrators and managers to oversee departments that are 
responsible for highly technical issues such as design, construction and operation of 
public works and infrastructure.  
 
Public administrators and managers must make informed decisions on matters affecting 
the public health, safety and welfare of the community.  They should make such 
decisions based upon the input and recommendations of appropriately licensed engineers, 
surveyors, or architects.  Further, construction plans should be accomplished only by 
those who have been licensed to perform such work, and the appropriate seal should be 
affixed to those final construction plans.   
 
The practice of most professions, such as architecture, engineering, law and medicine, are 
regulated by Federal and/or State/Provincial statutes.  The concept of "responsible 



 

charge" is frequently defined by these statutes and often specifically prohibits the 
practice of the profession by non-licensed or non-registered individuals or corporations. 
 
APWA considers "responsible charge" as the final decision-making authority for 
technical details relating to design, operational parameters or construction of the public 
infrastructure that makes up the constructed environment; including buildings, roads, 
bridges, utilities and other public infrastructure.  The intent of  "responsible charge" 
provisions is to safeguard the public's interest through ensuring that only qualified 
professionals are responsible for making technical decisions that could affect the public 
health, safety and welfare. 
 
APWA urges government agencies to determine the qualifications which are essential for 
the success of executive and senior managers and administrators and consider appointing 
only those who posses the best available administrative, managerial and technical 
qualifications.  Government agencies are strongly encouraged to designate qualified 
administrators and managers, or subordinates, who will be placed in "responsible charge" 
of those aspects of public works projects and operations that are regulated by 
professional licensing boards. 
 
APWA defends the rights of governmental agencies to determine the management and 
administration of the agency according to the applicable laws and statutes.  It is not the 
intent of this position statement to suggest that only licensed professionals should be in 
charge of public works agencies.  Licensed professionals and qualified technical 
personnel should be assigned the responsibility and accountability for making technical 
or engineering decisions affecting the public health, safety and welfare of the community. 
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