








  

   

 

Dedication 

Rejoice with your family in the beautiful land of life!   

 – Albert Einstein 

This work is dedicated to my family.   

 

To Luciana:  Thank you for support, understanding and love.  

To Michael:  May you one day have a son as wonderful and special as you are to me.   

To Julia:  Slow down – you’re growing up too fast and I can’t get enough of you. 

 

With all my heart, 

Fabian 
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  Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Chapter 1 – Introduction 

There is nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed.  

– Ernest Hemingway  

I enjoyed reading Hemingway’s work in my younger days.  I recall his description in A Farewell to 

Arms of one of the Borromeo islands off the coast of Stresa on Lago Maggiore in northern Italy 

and how it reminds me to pull out my personal photographs of the same island where I had 

been the summer earlier during my first engineering internship.  Like engineering drawings and 

reports that are meant to help strengthen the chain of information and knowledge transfer 

across people and generations, so too is writing when it comes to personal thoughts and 

experiences.  I have had the desire to write this short and modest “book” for some time and the 

firm’s 5th anniversary presented a natural opportunity.   

I discovered the above quote by Hemingway after much of the work on this was completed and 

I immediately picked it up to open this introductory chapter because of the meaning: I 

figuratively allowed myself and my thoughts to bleed onto my laptop (rather than typewriter, of 

course).  I am grateful for the many constructive comments received by the few selected 

reviewers of this which ensured that I didn’t bleed to death; they know what I mean. 

It’s quite amazing to think that it’s been 5 years that we’ve been in business and, while we 

certainly have seen or realized important accomplishments, I have pushed myself to finish this 

book so I can focus on creating more material for the next one!   

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/e/ernesthemi384744.html
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The following chapters provide a glimpse of our work, our people and a sense of our (perhaps 

mostly my) thoughts and philosophies on life and business, accented by a healthy dose of 

photographs which help to tell the story. 

What is the story?  It is really a tale about how fortunate I am to have the chance to work with 

some excellent, genuine and brilliant people on interesting matters, many of which have 

implications for the larger, greater good of society – at least to the extent that our relatively small 

group can help.   

What is the message?  Well, that is perhaps for the reader to ultimately decide.  However, if I 

had to influence the reader’s decision, it would be to boldly do work of value.  Challenge norms 

and take oneself out of one’s comfort zone for the experience and insights gained along the way 

enrich life.  Be true to your word and deal with people fairly and honestly.  Drink wine with your 

Florentine Steak.  Do good for society and the world and give back to it, financially to the extent 

one can, but perhaps more importantly, through one’s time; teach others and future generations 

the difference between right and wrong – learn and teach sustainability.  In life, there must be 

balance and, while I never in a million years thought I would quote Donald Trump, the one 

below actually seems appropriate! 

 

If you're interested in 'balancing' work and pleasure, stop trying to balance them.  

Instead make your work more pleasurable.  

– Donald Trump  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/d/donaldtrum390873.html
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Chapter 2 – Our Work 

What we do… 

In general terms, fabian papa & partners (fp&p) can be characterized as a consulting engineering 

firm which works for land and property owners, land developers and builders, municipalities, 

school boards and other institutions in matters related to surface drainage, water supply and 

sewage collection, roads and landforms.  In perhaps even more simple terms, here are some of 

the things we do: 

 If you’re a land owner and are looking to position your property for a sale based on the 

potential of future development, we can help. 

 If you’re a land developer looking to build a subdivision or individual site, we can help. 

 If you’re a municipality that would like to improve its infrastructure, we can help. 

 If you’re a property owner or manager and need to resolve a drainage problem or 

manage aged infrastructure, we can help. 

 If your water distribution system is in need of operational assessment and improvement, 

we can help. 

 If you’re a land or project owner and need professional representation and management, 

we can help. 

 If you need to build or fix a water supply line, a sewer, retaining wall, sidewalk or road… 

we can help. 
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Sometimes problems can be solved 
through the simplest of explanations.  
Here is a sample of the author’s notes to 
help a client assess its risk exposure for 
fire protection at an industrial site.  
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We do this work through a small group of dedicated and effective professionals who share a 

common attitude towards project execution and client service.  Our tight-knit group has known 

and worked together for approximately two decades, essentially since the beginning of our 

professional lives, performing exceptional and customized work in a personalized manner. 

Far and away the best prize that life has to offer is  

the chance to work hard at work worth doing.  

– Theodore Roosevelt  

Interestingly, I’ve found that our work shapes us similarly to the way we shape our work.  Every 

project and the variety of people involved in each provide us with the ongoing learning that can 

best be described as experience.  This chapter is devoted to highlighting some of the interesting 

and influential projects we’ve been involved with.   

But before we get into that, we owe a debt of gratitude and acknowledgement to our other 

partners: our clients.  I use the term “partners” here because, in reality, it is this group which 

provides us with the necessary ingredients to allow us to perform our work: projects and 

funding.  I recall mentioning to Paolo – see Chapter 4 for more about him – shortly after he 

joined the firm that clients should be considered as partners in many respects.  A degree of due 

diligence is required to establish whether there is an appropriate fit between the client, its project 

and our firm.  If that fit is not there, and similarly if there were no fit between Paolo and myself, 

then entering into a partnering arrangement is simply folly.  The following pages list some of the 

people and organizations that we’ve “partnered” with to deliver a variety of interesting and often 

challenging assignments and to whom we say a humble thank you. 

  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/theodorero109913.html
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Our Client “Partners” 

 

Albert Guido | Alex Fulop | Alex Vettese | All  Canadian Self Storage | 

Andre Brochu | Anthony Di Battista | architectsAlliance | Attil io Lio |   

Dr. Barry Adams | base 3 design inc. | base 3 architect inc. | Bayfield 

Homes | Beaver Valley Stone | Berkley Developments | Bevcon 

Construction | Bousfields | Braidwood Homes | Bruno Nazzicone |  

Dr. Bryan Karney | Burka Architects | Carlo Varone, Jr.  | Clearway 

Group of  Companies | David Charezenko | City of Miss issauga | City 

of Toronto | City of Vaughan | The Daniels Corporation | David De 

Rose | Dean Goodman | Department of National Defence | Dewi 

Rogers | Diana Gerrard | Djordje (George) Radulj | Domenic Fuda |  

Don Fleming | Downsview Drywall | Drs. Paul and John Rekai Centre |  

Duke’s Cycle Shop | Durez Canada | Eliseo Lancione | Federation of  

Canadian Municipal it ies | F irst  Canadian Title |  Forest Contractors |  

Gabriel Faraone | Gary Templeton | GFL –  Green For Life 

Environmental Corporation | Giannone Petricone Associates 

Architects | Glenn Wellings | GPF Design | Guido Papa Surveying | 

Halsall  Associates Ltd. | Hashem Ghadaki | Helen Lepek | HydraTek & 

Associates Inc. | iPLANcorp | itg infrastructure inc. | John Tracy |  

Kasian Architecture | Lancorp Construction | Leonard Damiani |  Levitt  

Goodman Architects | Life Construction | Mario Faraone | Mario Tata  
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| Matthew Castell i | Mat4Site Engineers | Mauro De Franco | MHPM 

Project Managers | Michael Frieri | Neilas Inc. | Nick Marchese | 

North American Development Group | North Star Homes | Ontario 

Provincial Police | Ontario Realty Corporation | Oxford Properties | 

Paolo Rovazzi | Patrick Dovig i | Patrick Iaboni | Paul Breda | Paul 

Kulig | Paul Marsala | Paul Wood | Pel ican Commercial |  Phil ip  

Brearton | Phil l ip  Marsland | Pinchin Environmental | Quadrangle 

Architects  | Ralph Giannone | RAW Design | Recurrent Energy |  

regionalArchitects | Reserve Properties | J.  Richard Blickstead |  

Richard Witt | Ridge Contracting | Rieker Shoe Canada | Robertson 

Simmons Architects | Roland Rom Coltoff | Romano Borean | Ron 

Soskolne | Royal Pine Homes | Rudy Tomaini | Salvatore Cavarretta |  

Sam Sgotto | Senator Developments | Shad & Associates | Shane 

Fenton | Stantec Consult ing | Telstorm Corporation | Terraplan 

Landscape Architects  | Terroni | The Municipal  Infrastructure Group 

(TMIG) | Times Group Corporation | Tony Ma | Tony Pacitto | Toni 

Varone | Toronto Catholic Distr ict School Board | Toronto Community 

Housing | Town of East Gwill imbury | Tracy Ferr ier | TriAxis  

Construction | Tridel | Trin ity College (University of Toronto) | Two 

Row Architect | Univers ity of Toronto | Urban Renaissance | Urban 

Strategies | Victor Pisc ione | Vince Artuso | Wellesley Institute |  

Wellesley Central Residences  | WoodGreen Community Housing | 59 

Project Management | Zodiac Developments 
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Success at Home 

Measure what is measurable, and make measurable what is not so. 

– Galileo Galilei 

I’ve lived in Vaughan since 1987 and, since that time, this municipality has undergone 

tremendous growth and, little did I know at that time, that I would be taking part in it.  While, 

during the early years of my career, I helped to develop hundreds of acres of land which now 

host thousands of homes, I have always had a keen interest in truly understanding how our 

urban infrastructure systems worked from a scientifically-based engineering perspective.  Solving 

problems is what engineers like to do most and municipal infrastructure systems – things like 

water supply and distribution systems as well as storm drainage and wastewater collection 

systems – are big and often complicated beasts.  To truly understand how they worked, and how 

all of our fancy models actually represented these real systems, requires that field measurements 

and testing be conducted and compared to these models.  This seemingly obvious truth becomes 

far more relevant when there are operational problems that require resolution.  Surprisingly, in 

relation to the massive amount of capital expended on initially installing, maintaining and 

operating these systems, there is often a dearth of built-in systems for performance 

measurement.   

Well, sitting in a coffee shop in 2009 with staff from the City of Vaughan in between my travels 

to South Africa and Italy/France – mostly business, of course – I asked the question: “Do you 

guys have any problems that I could look at?”  Although we were wrapping up at the café and 

paying for our espressos, there was a Eureka! moment when, lo and behold, there was a chronic 

low pressure problem in an area of the City which had eluded resolution.  Armed with a manual 
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pressure gauge and some excellent City staff, we set out to firstly understand how the system 

was operating and, within a rather short period, identify and arrange for the fix which worked 

wonderfully.    

But this was just the beginning.  In the process of fixing this one discrete problem, several other 

issues became clear and, in many ways perplexing.  Since then, we have been able to engage with 

the City on several assignments and are quite proud of the results of our work, having saved the 

City a rather significant sum of money and, while were paid our fair wage for the work, it would 

have been far more lucrative to be paid as a modest percentage of the benefits realized by the 

City!!  (We’ll chalk that one up to “giving back”.)  If that were the case, I’d be writing this from 

the Caribbean…assuming I’d be writing at all!  (As it turns out, I am writing parts of this while 

in Cannes on summer holidays with my family but, alas, I will be back at my office before long.) 

There were a number of lessons learned through the course of the work since conception in the 

café and up to, and hopefully well beyond, the time of writing.  However, perhaps the most 

notable lesson is that it is the people that make all the difference.  Kudos to the people in the 

City who took on a modest amount of risk, albeit well calculated, where they had no firm 

knowledge of the potential outcome.  This move made it possible to generate the benefits that 

have accrued to the City which have resulted in an impressive return on their investment. 

Not only was a part of this experience presented at a local conference, but it has also been used 

as the basis of a design project at the University of Toronto where I’ve been involved in the 

delivery of the 3rd year course titled Municipal Engineering.  In doing so, I hope that these 

lessons and the “hands on” approach of actively measuring system performance and comparing 

the results with what would otherwise be predicted manually, will be appreciated by those 

currently in practice as well as instilled in the next generation of engineers who will be faced with 
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the complicated task of dealing with established and aging systems, a stark difference from the 

past 50 or so years of build, build, build! 

Based on this successful track record and resulting intimate knowledge of the City’s systems, our 

firm developed the respect and credibility to be a partner in the development of the City’s first 

ever City-Wide Master Plan for the development of the water distribution and wastewater 

collection system, a project which will shape the municipal infrastructure systems that will 

support the continued development of the City through to 2051.   Our firm has also been 

awarded the assignment to develop the City’s new design standards and criteria to be applied in 

its build-out over that time horizon.  

Getting down to work in Vaughan. 1. Summer student Peter Hawrylyshyn (UofT, CIV 1T2) installing ultrasonic flow 
meter in valve chamber (summer students always get the “fun” work). 2. Calibrating a pressure gauge. 3. Pressure 
gauge and multiple transient logger installation. 

 

In closing, a question to the reader: “Do you have any problems that I could look at?” 
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Urban Renewal 

Some of the more interesting projects we’ve had the opportunity to set our hands to involve re-

development sites in downtown Toronto.  The challenges here extend beyond the technical, 

although there are often plenty of complexities on that front, particularly when trying to squeeze 

higher densities into a network of antiquated infrastructure.  These projects are often affected by 

a number of stakeholder groups with wide, varied, often competing and sometimes conflicting 

interests.  This situation makes for an interesting dynamic and our roles as civil engineer often 

are expanded into project management or other form of liaison where we are often relied upon 

as the voice of reason with respect to practical project implementation.   

One of my early experiences in relation to these projects was to collect information from the 

“vault” at Metro Hall.  Some of the drawings produced dated back to the mid-to-late 1800s and 

one could see the progression of the municipal infrastructure development over the last century-

and-a-half by the careful hands of a chain of engineers.  Similarly, this project involved the 

inspection of old sewer maintenance holes (aka manholes) made entirely of brick and gave a 

glimpse of the quality artisanship that helped build Toronto; although we’re not dealing with the 

Cloaca Maxima, the Roman sewer still in use today, but impressive nonetheless.  It is these 

experiences which bring to life the truly inter-generational life span of our work and how 

important and influential the legacy that we leave behind can be. 
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Re-Development of former Wellesley & Princess Margaret Hospitals 

1. The Drs. Paul & John Rekai Centre long-term care facility. 2. Making sense of the municipal and utility 
infrastructure available. 

Our firm was responsible for the master infrastructure servicing design and project management 

for a block of land just less than 4 acres in size which formerly hosted the Wellesley and Princess 

Margaret Hospitals.  These lands are now occupied by two high-rise condominiums, an assisted 

living building for those afflicted with HIV/AIDS, as well as a signature park along with a long-

term care facility which kicked off the entire development.   
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1. Building vertical. The 500 Sherbourne 
condominium tower located on the former 
Princess Margaret Hospital lands as viewed 
from the re-developed former Wellesley 
Hospital lands with the new Wellesley Magill 
Park and Wellesley Central Residences 
Assisted Living Building in the foreground.  
2. Tight storm sewer installation. 3. Water 
infrastructure: new meets old.  



14 

 

fabian papa & partners – the first five years 

Bang, bang! 

We’ve had the privilege of working on a couple interesting projects 

including the development of a new firing range for the Ontario Provincial 

Police where, among other matters, we were challenged to think about the 

management of lead-impacted drainage resulting from stormwater runoff 

passing through bullet-laden embankments!  Who knew?  As well, there are 

a number of interesting government sites that are experiencing the wrath 

of time on their water supply, sewerage and drainage systems which require 

a managed approach to providing adequate service levels while balancing 

the infrastructure needs with budgetary realities. 

 

Inspections for the planning of infrastructure upgrades at a Department of National Defense site. 
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Earth moving operations at future OPP Close Quarters Building site in Orillia, Ontario (Photo: Brian Bordignon) 
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Adventures in Mexico.  1. Flow meter installation in well pump station.  2. Oops!  3. What’re you looking at, Gringo? 

No, no…son muchachos! 

As our cabbie drove by a Mexico City corner containing some “women of the night”, he was 

quick to point out to us that these women, well, were really men – the song “Lola” naturally 

comes to mind.  I’m not sure whether it was the thin air at the City’s high altitude or the shot of 

tequila that capped off an excellent dinner, but we laughed the whole way back to the hotel and 

still have relapses on occasion.  Yes, you had to be there, but for those of us that were there – 

myself, Djordje and a fellow by the name of Kaveh – and for those that can imagine the scene, 

hopefully stumbling across this passage from time to time will help put a smile on your face.  

(Djordje, pronounced George, is one of my outstanding partners in HydraTek & Associates – 

more on him and that company later.) 

Speaking of thin air, at over 7,000 feet above sea level, I was amazed that I was panting after 

telling a 45 second joke shortly after arrival.  That was followed by a day or two of us gringos 

huffing and puffing between each instrument installation – about 75 in total over the course of 4 

days.  Considering the various obstacles we were faced with, this was a remarkable feat and, in 
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retrospect, I sometimes doubt whether we would have had that sort of productivity closer to 

home.  Contrary to the perception that folks from this part of the world were more relaxed, we 

were able to work straight through the day alongside the water system operators with only short 

breaks for water and snacks – no lunch even.  They would’ve continued working with us, 

however, we had to call it quits when the sun went down – all the well pumping facilities are 

outside and generally not lit.  Of course, this productivity only started after anywhere between 30 

minutes and 4 hours of politics and rhetoric each morning.  In the end, things always seemed to 

get done with time to spare and working with the genuine and interesting folks there is indeed a 

pleasure.   

I think I know why they have no objections to working late.  It is, in my humble speculation  

(and rather jokingly), to avoid the absolutely insane traffic in and around Mexico City.  Painful 

stuff.  Makes L.A. seem tolerable and Toronto, well, like Victoria.  This is but one of the 

challenges that a city of more than 20 million inhabitants faces.  Another challenge, closer to our 

hearts, is the supply of water and, while the country is embarking on some very good projects to 

upgrade and improve their current systems, some of which we have been fortunate to be a part 

of, it is simply a daunting task given the size of the population, the complex nature of water 

supply and distribution systems (even in the best of circumstances), and the location of Mexico 

City.  Such experiences make us appreciate how lucky we are in the Great Lakes region to have a 

more “controllable” setting and a massive abundance of clean and easily accessible water nearby.   
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1. Interesting architecture in downtown Mexico City. 2. Parish of San Juan Bautista in Coyoacan borough. 3. A 
leisurely donkey adjacent to an open sewage canal… 4. Relentless traffic during the 40 km, 3 hour drive back from a 
long day in the field (yes, the average speed works out to more than 13 km/h!). 



  19 

 

  Chapter 2 – Our Work 

Under pressure in pump station on the Teoloyucan line (Mexico).  
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Configuring an ultrasonic flow meter (Mexico). 
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Surge tanks in Sault Ste. Marie.  (Photo credit: Djordje Radulj). 
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Sea Gates in Holland  
(Photo credit: Dr. Anton Heinsbroek). 
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Installing a pressure transducer in a valve chamber.  (Photo credit: Djordje Radulj). 
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Transporting a storm drainage collection tank at an industrial site. 
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The battery of stormwater collection tanks is designed to capture the runoff from environmentally impacted material 
at this treatment facility. 
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Gymnastics are sometimes required.  Installing a water connection in downtown Toronto using trenchless technology. 
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Chapter 3 – Serendipity 

ser•en•dip•ity n. the faculty of accidentally making fortunate discoveries;  

happening upon things, information, etc. by chance. 

– Gage Canadian Dictionary 

By and large, and for many good reasons, engineers are trained to be cautious, however, this 

attribute does little to help encourage many of them to undertake activities which carry elements 

of risk.  It is often easier to follow established codes and procedures, and to not challenge why 

things are the way they are.  There are very few engineers I know that are willing to take what are 

perceived to be leaps of faith when the outcome of the leap is not known with a good degree of 

certainty.  This is a shame, as there is a world of opportunities waiting for well-trained and 

diligent Canadian engineers who are willing to be bold!! 

The title of this chapter, serendipity, is a word that historically had little meaning to me beyond 

its definition until relatively recently, when its significance was truly internalized.  This revelation 

was largely the result of working closely with Dr. Glenn Brown, a world-renowned geologist 

who is quite popular in mining investment circles and a former professor at the University of 

Toronto.  There, as a pair of green first year engineering students, both myself and a long time 

collaborator, friend and business partner, Brian Bordignon – more on him later – were given the 

opportunity of a lifetime.  During a lab session of the engineering geology course while 

contemplating a leisurely summer trip to Italy, Glenn stepped in and suggested we perhaps do 

something a tad more useful.  Through a series of informal communications with a colleague at 
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UofT and a few well placed e-mails, Brian and I were faced with the opportunity of working 

with a bastion of Canadian engineering, Golder Associates, in their Turin, Italy office for the 

summer.  Of course that was an easy decision but, far more importantly, it was a wonderful 

illustration of how opportunities can be created – particularly since the initial approach was to 

work in a university setting there.   

Many years later, I was able to work more closely with Glenn and various excellent young 

colleagues of his on a variety of quite interesting and out of the normal – at least my “normal” – 

projects.  These included due diligence on an iron mining company in Brazil, investigation of a 

geothermal power project in Utah, exposure to everything one wanted to know about uranium 

(but was afraid to ask), and the list goes on.  The lesson learned was that the act of pursuing, 

even if there is a vague definition of what the set of expected results might be, creates 

opportunities of learning and connecting with others.  (Besides, this approach is a lot more fun 

and interesting, provided one doesn’t lose sight of sustainability.) 

Photo Tour 

The balance of this chapter is devoted to providing a glimpse of some of the travels and events 

our team has been involved in for its work, each one creating new connections, strengthening 

old ones, developing new insights and generally hosting an environment for serendipitous 

encounters and results.  I hope you enjoy it.  (I know we did!) 
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Photos of tunnel entrance in Someraro.  1. Under construction in 1992 while working monitoring ground movements.  
2. In 2011 on a pilgrimage back to these grounds.  (Photo credits: Brian Bordignon) 

Before (1992) and after (2011) of Brian, a tree, a bench and a sign.  Brian swapped the sweat pants for some cool 
shades!  (Photo credits: the fine people behind Brian’s camera…) 
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Though we travel the world over to find the beautiful,  

we must carry it with us or we find it not.  

– Ralph Waldo Emerson  

Filling a passport with and Visas and stamps from around the world has become a sort of game.   

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/ralphwaldo101299.html
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This collection of stunning photos was taken by Leif Nilsson, a brilliant investment banker currently based in London 
(UK), during our travels in 2007.  1.  Rio de Janeiro, looking over the Leblon area.  2.  Still in Rio, looking over the 
Ipanema area (Christ the Redeemer is barely noticeable atop the peak to the left due to the light haze).  3. San 
Francisco and the Golden Gate Bridge as viewed from the terrace of the Tiburon residence of Harlan and Sandy 
Kleiman of Shoreline Pacific LLC. 
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The port at Sepitiba, Rio de Janeiro province, Brazil (July 2007). 
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The fp&p team with Alexandra Cousteau, granddaughter of Jacques Cousteau at an event we proudly sponsored in 
Toronto during her 138-day, 14,500 mile 2010 Blue Legacy tour across North America exploring critical water issues 
across the U.S., Mexico and Canada. 

 

Trinidad & Tobago, 2008.  1. Overlooking Port of Spain (Photo credit: Hugh Switzer). 2. Preparing for a breakfast 
meeting – photograph’s a bit blurry, but so was 2008… (Photo credit: Paul Wood). 3. Soaking in the sun after a day of 
work (Photo credit: Paul Wood). 
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Djordje visiting the Teotihuacan pyramids in Mexico on the shoulder of one of HydraTek’s field testing missions. 
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1. Church in Colombella (Perugia, Italy) when visiting with international water loss expert Ing. Dewi Rogers.   
2. Father and son passing time in Paris hotel before meeting.  3. Water meter installation in London, UK. 

 

 

Shanghai, 2010.  1. View of the Pudong district from across the Huangpu River on a less-than-beautiful, extremely hot 
and sticky, day in late August. 2. Dewi Rogers awaiting an arrival of steamed dumplings. 3. The Bund. 
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Views from Victoria harbour while attending the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ Sustainable Communities 
Conference, February 2011. 
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Washington, DC (2008 & 2009). Photos taken by Fabian Papa during visits with the World Bank Group and various 
infrastructure investment groups. 

 

Vienna, Austria.  Photos taken by Fabian Papa during visit for the 2008 IWA World Water Congress. 
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The Cascade at the Chatsworth House near Sheffield in North Derbyshire, England. (Photo credit: Byran Karney) 
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Chapter 4 – …& Partners 

The reason for so much bad science is not that talent is rare, not at all; 

what is rare is character. 

– Sigmund Freud 

I am privileged to be working and associated with some real people of character and substance 

who help me greatly in the living of my own life.  It is a real pleasure to be able to share the risks 

and rewards of business with these individuals, in addition to thoughts, insights and truly 

pleasant and informal social time.  Many of us have “grown up” together – at least in the context 

of our professional lives – and we have watched each others’ families grow; our relationships are 

tremendously deep as a result.   

Admittedly, there was a bit of a disconnection between the current shape of the firm and the 

original vision for it.  In fact, the original vision was to do interesting work and to have the 

freedom to explore a variety of ways to develop professionally and, in order to do so, there 

would have to be collaboration with others.  The inclusion of the term “partners” in the title 

accordingly encompasses this concept of collaboration and is meant to include the traditional 

equity partners within the firm, but also partnerships or strategic alliances with others external to 

the firm.  This turned out to be an excellent hedging strategy as it afforded the freedom to work 

with some very interesting people as well as the ability to grow the firm if and when the right 

people came along, which they did and for which we are much stronger.   
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Visiting supercar manufacturer Pagani in San Cesario sul Panaro (Modena, Italy; 2011).  From left to right: Lisa Aiello 
(fiancée of Dewi Rogers); Water Loss Specialist Ing. Dewi Rogers; the man himself, Horacio Pagani (a real gentleman 
with quite the inspirational story – see www.pagani.com); Michael Papa; Fabian Papa; and Paul Macaluso.  
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The fp&p Team 

We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give. 

– Winston Churchill 

1. Posing for corporate shot in the home office.  2. Our “boardroom” at the Hotel Sevilla in Havana during inaugural 
Strategy Retreat.  3. One year older and wiser at the Sutton Place Hotel in Toronto for our Strategy Retreat 2.0. 

What a team!  A family, really.  We all share many common likes: good food, good wine, good 

friends, good family lives, good cars – generally Ferraris and other Italian gems, naturally – and, 

of course, doing good work.  As the Warsteiner ad goes: “Life is too short to drink cheap beer”.  

Life is indeed too short to not spend one’s time with family, friends and doing good work, all 

three of which I have with these fine fellows. 

The bar is certainly set high for the character and quality of individuals that would thrive in our 

business culture.  But so be it; because it not only works, it works well.  The following pages 

should give the reader an idea of why. 

 

 

www.fabianpapa.com 
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Brian Bordignon and son Agostino next to the 700 hp Aventador at the Lamborghini factory in Sant’Agata Bolognese 
(Bologna, Italy).   
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Paolo F. Albanese 

The story of the introduction of the firm’s first partner, Paolo Albanese, is one which I like to 

share for many reasons.  It speaks to courage as well as confidence and has been a key 

component in the firm’s corporate development. 

When the firm was incorporated on the 17th of November in 2006, my intentions were simple: 

to work on the few projects I was currently carrying at the time while completing my MBA 

degree on a full-time basis and starting to explore a bit more of the world, both physically 

through travel, but also in a professional sense.  It was quite nice going to the quiet office to 

work on these matters. 

It wasn’t long after that “trigger” event that I saw more and more of Paolo.  At first he started 

visiting me and we’d chat.  By January these chats increased in frequency and it became clear – 

anyone who knows Paolo can appreciate that he can sometimes be quite direct, straightforward 

and relentlessly tenacious – that he was rather serious on further developing his career in this 

new firm that had only a handful of projects on the go and a principal whose intentions were to 

carry on rather casually at the time.  Admittedly, I tried to paint as realistic and perhaps 

pessimistic picture of what life would be like.  No luck, he still wanted to be part of it, and we 

are quite lucky for it!  He has been the backbone of the organization’s service delivery process. 

The many faces of Paolo. 1. Serious Paolo. 2. Fun Paolo. 3. Relaxed Paolo. 4. Serious, fun and relaxed Paolo! 
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Brian V. Bordignon 

1. The man, the legend.  2. Shopping for a new ride. (Montréal, 2007).  3. A more practical vehicle for transporting 
vino…suits the beard better, too! (Havana, 2010) 

Brian and I met on our first day of engineering school and we’ve made a great duo ever since.  

With the uncanny knack for being able to read each others’ minds and communicate with simple 

glances, without exchanging words, we have worked well together through the rigours of 

university, at our first engineering job in Turin, Italy, and ever since.   

For any team to work effectively, there has to be a blend of complementary characteristics in the 

right balance.  I suppose this is exactly why Brian and I have been able to be effective working 

together, sharing thoughts and experiences while often challenging each others’ viewpoints and, 

in doing so, developing a fuller understanding of the matters facing us at any given time.   
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1. It’s true, these guys were young once (Turin, 1992).  2. Once again back in the homeland (Tarcento, 2008).   
3. Closer to home, investigating farmland in Innisfil (2004). 

What I really admire about Brian is his tempered and tactful aggressiveness, his practicality and 

willingness – rather a deep internal desire – to get his hands “dirty” and do things for himself.  

With limited resources and growing a family, Brian managed to build a beautiful home on a 2 

acre parcel in King City, including taking a short amount of time off from work while 

completing this challenging project and transitioning from a more certain and less risky position 

with a large and world-class engineering outfit – Golder Associates – to a small, developing and 

perceptually more risky engineering firm in which I was a partner.  This move took an admirable 

amount of guts and faith.  He later repeated this move when he joined Paolo and I in 2008 to be 

part of, and help build, the firm based on the sound and noble principles that we all subscribe to. 

A close look at the Bordignon family crest also reveals a deep rooted 

history in water supply engineering.  Coincidence? 

 

  



46 

 

 

fabian papa & partners – the first five years 

Robert D. Filipuzzi 

1. The irresistible smile.  2. Thinking at the corporate retreat in Toronto.  3. More thinking in Havana while Fabian 
explains what he thinks of his recently consumed Mojito.  

A lot can be learned of a person’s character through sports.  Throughout our university days and 

after, I have played recreational soccer with Robert who was a staunch defenseman, completely 

trustworthy, consistent, reliable and effective at protecting our goal.  These characteristics 

allowed me, often playing in midfield (and whether he intended it or not), to be more aggressive 

on the attack because, I knew, Robert would be there to cover me.  These traits carry through to 

our business and I know that Robert will always be there as we push the envelopes of our work.  

This substance and stability is critical to a solid team or business.   

Robert joined our firm in 2009 following his three year tenure with Senator Developments – a 

very respectable land development and home building company in Toronto – being the only 

period in which we have not worked together since graduating as we had spent the previous 15 

or so years together at university and in a professional consulting environment.  This was a 

welcome homecoming of sorts. 
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HydraTek & Associates 

The first formal collaboration and partnership occurred at about the same time as fabian papa & 

partners was founded.  Investing in HydraTek has turned out to be, as hoped and expected, a 

very rewarding endeavour from a variety of perspectives.  We enjoy the benefits of closer 

collaboration with our friends at the University of Toronto including increased access to 

knowledge, thoughts and industry trends while simultaneously helping to expand the business of 

providing highly specialized hydraulic testing and analysis services.  The projects we have been 

involved with have proven to be rather interesting and, particularly in the case of overseas 

assignments, very insightful with respect to where Canada sits on the world stage in relation to 

water, wastewater and related infrastructure. 

HydraTek was originally founded in 1988 by Dr. Bryan Karney and Duncan McInnis for the 

purpose of providing specialized services related to hydraulic transients, also known as 

waterhammer or surge.  Over the years, the TransAM (Transient Analysis Method) proprietary 

software has been developed which has assisted in the delivery of more than 250 projects in a 

diverse range of pipe systems such as water distribution networks, water transmission systems, 

sewerage force mains, airport jet fuel supply networks and hydroelectric installations.  The 

business has since expanded to increase its scope to include a variety of specialized hydraulic 

investigation and field testing services, as well as beyond pure hydraulics and into the closely 

related field of energy.  

www.hydratek.com 
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1. Bryan Karney dazzling an audience in São Paulo, Brazil.  2. Fabian with City staff in Ottawa pumping station. 

In 2011, HydraTek was awarded a project by the Ontario Power Authority (OPA) to test the energy usage efficiency of 
water pumps across the Province using the thermodynamic method.  1. Arsenal of equipment required for testing.  
2. Summer intern Amir Allana – UofT Chapter President of Engineers Without Borders (www.ewb.ca) – busy at work.  
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Dr. Bryan W. Karney 

Throughout the years during and since my time at the 

University of Toronto, several meaningful relationships 

were developed, one of which was with Dr. Bryan 

Karney, an absolutely brilliant person with boundless 

energy.  This opinion is corroborated by the various 

distinctions and decorations he has received including 

the University of Toronto’s prestigious Northrop Frye 

award, several teaching awards as well as reaching the 

Top 10 list of the TVO (TV Ontario) Great Lecturer competition, amongst many, many others. 

Bryan – we’re on a first name basis now that we’re partners – approached me seeking assistance 

with a dilemma.  In fact, it was Bryan that provided some advice when I faced a dilemma of my 

own as I was completing my Master’s degree and had to decide between pursuing a (fully funded 

and approved) Ph.D. degree or enter private engineering practice.  His comment was that this 

was a good dilemma in that both outcomes were positive, contrasting it against the (thankfully 

hypothetical) case of being faced with the decision to shoot either one of my parents; this caused 

a paradigm shift in perception which reduced the stress of the decision.  (The jury is still out on 

whether I made the right decision or not at the time.) 

Back to Bryan’s situation.  Well, the University has recognized how valuable Bryan is at many 

things and his roles and responsibilities have been growing accordingly, to the point where he is 

now not only a Professor, but also Chair of the Environmental Engineering and Energy 

Division of the Faculty, as well as Associate Dean of Cross-Disciplinary Programs.  The 

dilemma at the time was how to deal with HydraTek given the increasing demands from the 
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University.  On the one hand, HydraTek was an interesting business which had been operated 

more as a hobby consulting practice providing a connection with industry, however, could be 

seen as an unnecessary distraction to advancing his keen interests with the University.  On the 

other hand, HydraTek was his “baby” and provided a key link between the real world which 

needs his brilliance and the academic world which develops the insights and tools to address the 

needs of the former.  The choice appeared to be to either largely drop HydraTek or change the 

way it was operated. 

It did not take long for me to decide to make the investment and start building a platform for 

operating the business.  There was little discussion and hardly any debate over valuation and the 

partnership can be characterized as one of complete trust and openness.  It has been an absolute 

pleasure working with Bryan in this regard.  It’s amazing what good things can come when 

people are able to work together for a greater benefit.   

1. Derwent Dam, a 
water supply and flood 
control reservoir in the 
Peak Districk near 
Sheffield, UK.  A 
magnificent rock 
structure built in the 
early 1900s with great 
hiking trails in the 
area.  2. Bridal Falls, 
near Hope, BC.  A 
great visualization of 
the beauty associated 
with energy 
conversion.  (Photo 
credits: Bryan Karney)  
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Djordje (George) Radulj 

With Bryan providing the scientific basis 

for the business and our team providing 

the organizational, administrative and 

technical support, we still needed someone 

to really run with the business.  We found 

such a person in Djordje (pronounced 

George) Radulj, a gentle but intimidating 

Serbian lad who immigrated to Canada at 

age 10 with his family and has an innate 

knack for business dealings and, in equal 

measure, a strong technical bent.   

I first met Djordje in my first stint as an Adjunct Professor in 2005 and, although very – I mean 

very – quiet, I was quite impressed with him by the thoughtfulness of the questions he asked 

(when he did speak) and his ability to largely carry a group project despite having a rather 

disruptive team member to deal with.  These are excellent qualities for success in a professional 

environment and it did not take me long to extend Djordje a job offer at the time.   

Around the time our arrangements with HydraTek were being established, Djordje had decided 

to complete an undergraduate research thesis under the supervision of Dr. Karney which was 

then followed up by a Master’s degree.  All the while, Djordje’s involvement in HydraTek 

projects steadily increased to the point where he is now a fully vested partner in the firm and its 

Managing Director.   
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1. “Now this is a nice avocado?”  2. Temporary hydraulic transient pressure monitoring installation.  3. Delivering 
equipment training to our local partner in lobby of Mexico City hotel. 

 

 

Djordje in action. 1. Admiring graffiti in well pump station in Mexico City suburb. 2 & 3. Instrument installation. 
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Djordje installing temperature probe for thermodynamic pump efficiency testing.  
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Djordje and Brian (Bordignon) installing thermodynamic pump efficiency testing equipment.    
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Vatten Infrastructure 

What would life be if we had no courage to attempt anything? 

– Vincent van Gogh 

You win some, you lose some.   

While the vision for Vatten has yet to take a firm hold and has been frustrated by a wide variety 

of setbacks, there are a number of positive things that have come out of the effort of trying to 

do something that is fraught with uncertainty and for which there is no model to copy from.   

In addition to those mentioned below, I would like to acknowledge the initial financial support 

for this (ad)venture of Andrew Mikitchook, a brilliant mining research analyst, Mark Eaton, 

former investment banker and current CEO of a gold mining company, Domenic Marciano and 

Shael Beckenstein of Marciano Beckenstein LLP, our corporate and real estate lawyers.  Others 

that have played an active role in Vatten include: Leo Gohier, Julie Lassonde, Susan Morais, 

Hugh Switzer and, most notably, Paul Wood.  

Singapore during the inaugural International Water Week in 2008.  1. City view from the flyer. 2 Looking down at Turn 
1 of the Formula 1 track under construction for the inaugural Grand Prix (sadly, Ferrari didn’t do so well that year, and 
there’s a story behind that too). 3. View of the Marina Barrage which separates storm drainage water from the sea. 

www.vatten.ca 
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Dr. Barry J. Adams 

Leave the gun.  Take the Cannoli.  

– from “The Godfather” 

Known to often quote passages from the Godfather trilogy 

– mostly Parts I and II, of course – Dr. Barry Adams has 

been a source of intelligence, insight and support in addition 

to the role of moral barometer of actions, whether individual 

or collective (see quote below).  A man of substance and 

character, Dr. Adams held the position of Chair of the 

Department of Civil Engineering at the University of 

Toronto while I studied under his supervision during my undergraduate years, Master’s degree, 

and effectively every day since then (albeit without the formality in the latter case).   

There is a story about a Navajo grandfather who once told his grandson,  

"Two wolves live inside me. One is the bad wolf, full of greed and laziness, full of anger and 

jealousy and regret. The other is the good wolf, full of joy and compassion and willingness and a 

great love for the world. All the time, these wolves are fighting inside me." "But grandfather," 

the boy said. "Which wolf will win?" The grandfather answered, "The one I feed." 

– Elizabeth Berg 

I have had the privilege of collaborating with Barry on several occasions, having co-authored 

several papers together and, most notably, a textbook titled Urban Stormwater Management Planning 

with Analytical Probabilistic Models which was published by Wiley in 2000.  Many of these academic 

pursuits were labours of love and rather fulfilling intellectually, despite the trials and tribulations 
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involved with the relentless editing and revising of drafts and related joys of properly publishing 

a highly technical and specialized work.  Some of the more enjoyable and interesting times, 

however, are derived in showcasing the work at quite civilized colloquia around the world.   

Denmark 2005, while attending the 10th International Conference on Urban Drainage (which coincidentally took place 
only days after a massive flooding event in Toronto).  1. A cross-section through time on a Copenhagen street.   
2. Barry and Maria Adams ouside of Kronborg Castle in Helsingør (Elsinore), the setting for Shakespeare’s Hamlet.   
3.  Barry and Maria at Nyhavn (ready to order a Tuborg).  4. The harbour of the quaint fishing village of Gilleleje. 

Apart from collaboration in applied engineering research, we have also worked quite closely in 

recent years for the delivery of the Municipal Engineering course as part of the Civil Engineering 

curriculum at the University.  This has proven to be a rather beneficial arrangement on many 

fronts, including the introduction of directly relevant and recent projects from the “real world” 

into the classroom and exposure to practicing professionals, as well as providing the 

environment to develop relationships with tomorrow’s engineers (not to mention sourcing the 

top talent – this is where we discovered some of our current partners). 
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As it relates to Vatten Infrastructure, a large part of the principles and philosophies underlying 

its creation were inspired by Dr. Adams.  In fact, a path toward a Ph.D. in the area of water 

privatization had already been charted as my Master’s degree was nearing completion and, 

although I didn’t follow this path, the principles and concepts had been planted as seeds which 

continue to germinate.  Barry continues to be a strong supporter of Vatten, spiritually and 

otherwise. 

 
Capri, 2002.  Attending the 2nd 
International Conference on New 
Trends in Water and Environmental 
Engineering for Safety and Life: 
Eco-Compatible Solutions for 
Aquatic Environments. 

 

 

Attending the IWA Water Loss Specialist Conference in Cape Town, South Africa, 2009.   
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Trial Model for Consideration of  
“Sustainable Development” in Metro Areas  
(a typical Barry Adams masterpiece, 1990) 
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Dr. Glenn R. Brown 

While kudos were deservedly given to Glenn 

Brown – shown here on an expedition to 

Iceland – in the earlier chapter on serendipity, 

I would be remiss to not repeat here the 

wonderful and inspiring influence he has had 

on myself and a great number of his past 

students, many of whom are now dominant 

players in the mining investment and finance 

scene on Bay Street in Toronto and around 

the world.   

 

From his humble abode on Boswell Avenue in Toronto’s Annex neighbourhood, this man has 

managed to arrange significant (rather, massive) contracts for the purchase and sale of nuclear 

fuel from different corners of the world and, in one instance, his mere arrival in a strife-stricken 

country even resulted in the freeing of a jailed public official in order to allow that country’s 

supply business to continue.   

He continues to help and inspire young mining engineers and geologists to properly understand 

their work with the simplicity that only a true master can deliver while working on some of the 

most interesting projects in near and, more often than not, far away places.     

Glenn was instrumental in the founding of Vatten and has a perpetual positive outlook on life. 
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Guido Papa Surveying 

For obvious reasons, my father has been a strong influence in my life 

and we continue to enjoy the linkages that we have with his land 

surveying firm.  An immigrant to Canada at the age of 20, he worked 

relentlessly – and I mean relentlessly – to build a business that would 

form the basis of support our family.  One of the many stories he tells 

is that of coming home in the late afternoon on Friday during the 

summer after a visit to the land registry office and, upon seeing him, a very young me asked 

what he was doing home in the morning; it was apparently quite rare for me to see him during 

daylight hours in those days.  I recall spending many Saturdays and summers at his office where 

many characteristics rubbed off and which were not restricted to work ethics and technical 

abilities, but also enjoying a good plate of spaghetti with a friend at lunch!  These experiences 

helped to shape me and, in turn, our practice to a large extent.  (For those who haven’t met my 

dad, he’s the handsome one on the left, pictured here with his former partner, Diego Fazio.) 

It’s nice to see that this legacy of over 25 years in practice will carry on with my youngest 

brother, Valerio, an engineering graduate and licensed surveyor, stepping up in the firm.  

www.g-p-s.ca 
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itg infrastructure 

Although in its infancy, itg infrastructure deserves a bit of attention.  

In a nutshell, during the course of our routine work at fabian papa & partners, it has become 

increasingly apparent that many of our clients have been struggling at getting small and non-

standard construction tasks performed.  In many of these cases, the original contractors who 

build the bulk of the infrastructure on various projects are simply too large and too focused on 

their main line of work: big construction.  Much the same can be said for many large consulting 

firms.  As well, some of the work required involves a variety of specialties and the ability to tie it 

all together, and very few contractors possess this capability, particularly the smaller ones.  There 

exists a gap in the industry to get these jobs – such as in triggering the release of the many 

millions of dollars tied up in letters of credit – completed effectively.  In addition, there is a 

growing need and trend toward infrastructure renewal which will involve many small projects, in 

addition to the highly publicized large ones.   

Out of all this, itg infrastructure was born.  Owned and operated by the same people behind 

fabian papa & partners, this construction company provides these value added services to our 

engineering clients and any others who simply need to get the job done. 

 

The meaning of our  logo, the birch leaf:  

In ear ly Cel t ic  mythology,  the bi rch tree symbol ized renewal and  

purif ication.   W e have entered the age where our munic ipal inf ras tructure 

systems - inc luding aged pipes , pavements , curbs,  s idewalks and drainag e 

ways - which have served us wel l in the development of  a s trong and envied  

country are set  to undergo renewal  to provide the bas is f or continued  

enjoyment of  our  assets and l iving standards.  

www.itginfrastructure.com 
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Honourable Mention 

Antonio (Tony) Cancelliere 

1. Meditation at the Hotel Nacional in Havana.  2. Simply looking good.  3. Strategizing with Robert at the Sutton 
Place Hotel in Toronto. 

I discovered Tony while delivering a guest lecture in one of Dr. Bryan Karney’s classes at the 

University of Toronto.  He is a humble lad from a good family and was immediately worthy of 

our trust and support.  He was also the first civil engineering student at the University to 

participate in the Jeffrey Skoll program which combines an undergraduate degree in engineering 

with a masters degree in business administration delivered by the University’s Rotman School of 

Management, the only program of its kind in the country. 

Tony was instrumental in helping initially set up the administrative infrastructure of the firm, 

well before we started working in earnest.  This included the research and due diligence relating 

to the financial management and accounting system – I can’t stress enough how important it is 

to establish these things properly at the beginning (see the Winston Churchill quote at the 
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beginning of the next chapter) – which serves us well to this day and hopefully for many years to 

come.  Tony then went on to the world of management consulting doing some rather interesting 

work helping companies struggle from operational, organizational and legacy challenges.   

Following the sudden and tragic death of his father, the responsibility of dealing with his family’s 

assets and affairs fell to Tony.  Under this formidable weight, and through relentless effort and 

diligence, Tony was able to turn around the family’s principal asset and sell it along with certain 

of the related business interests and, in doing so, creating and realizing significant value for 

himself, his wonderfully kind-hearted widowed mother and his sister.  All this before he turned 

thirty. 

After this difficult period, Tony re-joined us as an Associate in 2010 before moving on a year 

later to undoubtedly bigger and better things.  We look forward to what his future holds.   
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Chapter 5 – On Life & Business 

“We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.” 

– Winston Churchill 

An old adage says to begin with the end in mind.  It is therefore critical to define what is 

important to oneself or an organization in terms of what he, she or it wishes to accomplish, not 

only as an end, but also along the way.  The opening quote by Churchill is appropriately fitting 

and tells us that we must first establish our business structure, operations and vision based on 

sound principles from the onset since, once in place and routines set in, a culture is created 

which becomes increasingly difficult to change. 

These principles include, above all, performing the right services for the right compensation.  It 

is no secret that engineers generally earn less than other professionals such as lawyers, 

accountants, doctors, management consultants et cetera.  In reality, good engineering can be a 

significant source of value and it is this value which engineers ought to seek to capture.   

If I had to give advice to a young engineer seeking to branch out on his or her own it would 

include things like having the courage to say “no” to those projects or engagements which take 

one away from where they want to be.  In practice, it can be difficult to do when there are fees 

to be earned; however, it is not at all difficult to get caught in the cycle of continually 

undertaking these engagements and not moving towards one’s real passion.  Ironically enough, 
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one’s courage comes from one’s foundation of financial capital, however, one should never 

discount human capital.  

 “We are what we repeatedly do.  Excellence, therefore, is not an act, but a habit.”  

– Aristotle 

In order to pull this all off, it must be backed up by a service offering that can substantiate the 

M.O.  This includes care and attention to detail, diligent follow-through and putting oneself into 

the client’s shoes in order to properly perceive where to focus efforts and develop creative 

approaches or solutions to suit the project’s needs.  Our firm and its affiliates have been 

successful with this approach because this “collateral” is more than sufficient, yet we recognize 

the need to continually grow it as well.   

Up or Out 

It is freely admitted that following the approach outlined above may result in slow corporate 

growth.  However, this is perhaps somewhat compensated for by the firm’s efficiency and 

effectiveness in having fewer, more capable hands working on any file rather than being 

burdened with administrative matters and training and managing people who have no hope of 

becoming self sufficient – what we like to call “babysitting”.  

Many big management consulting firms and investment banks pride themselves on having a 

strict “up or out” philosophy when it comes to developing their people.  This is a brilliant 

approach and only appeals to those that have both the “goods” and the courage to enter such an 

environment.  If your people cannot become increasingly self-sufficient, then you will end up 

with a professional daycare carrying painful legacy issues to contend with which, in turn, 
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threatens sustainability of the firm and, in consequently, affects its culture.  While this may seem 

cruel to some, it’s certainly not that bad in practice – or at least ours – since it simultaneously 

develops the business and the individual’s career and, through this alignment of incentives there 

is no need to babysit. 

This is why, only a year-and-a-half into the new business, I was able to spend a month in Europe 

with my family to attend a friend’s wedding and enjoy precious time with my wife and young 

children.  Kudos to Paolo (Albanese), the firm’s first partner who was rather young at the time 

(29), on having become self-sufficient and completely reliable to afford me this freedom.  

(Without the prospect of this freedom, I would have been somewhat reluctant to take on 

anybody.  See, it works!) 

 

 
1. The happy couple, Augusto Nalli and Daniela Anzil (Tarcento, Italy).  2. “Il Fischaletto” performed at the 
celebration by the three tenors, Brian Bordignon, Mauro De Franco and Fabian Papa.  3. Fabian with son Michael 
enjoying leisure activities on the shores of Lake Como in the days following the wedding. 
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On Ownership 

The instinct of ownership is fundamental in man's nature. 

– William James 

In order to understand motivations and driving factors of individuals, companies or any other 

group, it is often instructive to: (i) look at lines of accountability; and (ii) follow the money (this 

is typically the more insightful, for obvious reasons).  It should therefore come as no surprise 

that superior service would be expected from those who stand to gain or lose from their actions 

and levels of performance.  For these and other reasons, ownership in the firm by its people is 

an important element of our business.  Furthermore, it signals the strength of the relationship – 

essentially the marriage – between the firm and its people.   

In order for the business to benefit from ownership, it has to be meaningful to the individuals 

involved and has to satisfy the objectives of the business.  Anything short of this is 

unsustainable.  What this means is that concepts like the concentration of power and changes in 

ownership over time, along with the changing needs of the business, must be carefully 

considered.  Here, we are proud to take a leaf out of the playbook of some of the world’s 

greatest engineering firms renowned for their ability to grow quality-oriented firms, continually 

expanding the practice of sound and scientifically-based engineering while avoiding the trap of 

providing commoditized services.  These firms often have policies in place such as maximum 

ownership levels by any individual and well laid-out share buy-backs, particularly as partners 

reach retirement age.  These policies, coupled with appropriate leadership, of course, create the 

environment for the development and continual growth of a world-class engineering operation.  

One of my partners, Brian Bordignon and I are rather fond of one such firm, Golder Associates, 
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as we worked in their Turin, Italy office during the summer of 1992 following our first year of 

engineering school which was truly one of life’s unique and inspirational experiences that 

positively shape one’s future.  Before we reconnected, Brian spent some time with Golder in its 

Mississauga headquarters following graduation from his undergraduate and graduate degrees.   

Imagination is more important than knowledge. 

– Albert Einstein 

What is interesting is the number and size of investor-owned, often publicly traded engineering 

companies.  These firms are certainly well positioned for large – really gigantic – and 

complicated projects where they can deploy an army of engineers and technicians.  More 

interesting, however, is that there are generally no other professional firms, including lawyers, 

organized in such a manner.  There may be many reasons for this, including regulatory 

constraints; however, the result is that these firms are run by practitioners rather than 

accountants or MBA-types – I can say this because I have a MBA.  Surely, the ability for anyone 

to have the necessary freedom to exercise his/her profession is dependent upon the nature of 

constraints that bound their activities.  Moreover, a good professional engineer is more effective 

with fewer constraints in order to let imagination and creativity flow.  I suppose that the moral 

of the story is that each type of engineering organization has its place in the world and the trick 

is knowing who to call upon for what service. 
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Bigger is Better 

Going to work for a large company is like getting on a train.  

Are you going sixty miles an hour or  

is the train going sixty miles an hour and you're just sitting still?  

– J. Paul Getty  

Although it would have been possible to build an organization at least three or four times our 

current size in the same time that our practice has been in place, this would have meant much 

sacrifice to the organization’s principles.  Many are attracted to the flurry of activity in the 

merger and acquisition space for consulting engineers.  In many cases, this trend is doing 

wonders for niche firms and engineers looking to avoid the commoditized price-driven 

production-type work and apply their significant training and understanding on more worthy, 

value-added problems and projects.  This trend is also creating a void of medium-sized firms 

which at one time had a strong position in the market providing a blend of quality, personalized 

service and strength of size.  This void creates market opportunities that are either missed or 

probably not sufficiently interesting to the large firms; a void that is well suited to firms like ours.  

This is why we believe bigger is better; as other firms get bigger, our world gets better! 

  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/jpaulgett100752.html
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The Law of Diminishing Returns 

 At any given stage of technological advance  

an increase in productive factors (as labor or capital) applied beyond a certain point  

fails to bring about a proportional increase in production 

– Merriam-Webster Dictionary 

Similar to the concept of serendipity, I learned this one the hard way. 

I suppose what’s important now is that I have learned this to the point where it is an integral 

part of my internal algorithm for my own decisions.  It goes like this: everyone has several 

dimensions to their life, each of these have individual degrees of importance which change with 

time and personal circumstance (e.g., starting a family).  As there is only so much energy to go 

around, the challenge becomes one of allocating resources to maximize the result (which, in 

itself, could be characterized as a measure of happiness, but I’m no psychologist). 

For me, the dimensions include (in rough order):  

 Family – This is the strength, cohesiveness and general health of my family.   

 Work – This is the positive impact that I have on the world. 

 Personal – This is me.  Things like health, well-being, friends, recreation, etc. 

 Wealth – Not that I have much at all, but something that I need to keep my eye on.   

Of course, these dimensions are not discrete and there are varying degrees of overlap between 

them. 
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The classical shape of the law of 

diminishing returns is as shown in this 

diagram.  If we allow the abscissa (i.e., 

horizontal or x-axis) to represent one’s 

personal energy and the ordinate (i.e., 

vertical or y-axis) to represent the result 

of applying energy to any given 

dimension, we can see that the 

improvement in benefit decreases as we 

move further to the right. 

 

Now if there are several dimensions to one’s life, and there is only so much energy to be applied 

then, in order to maximize the result, one would seek to apply one’s energy where it had the 

most impact.  Obvious, no?  The trick is to get the balance right.  Moreover, with proper 

balance, it is conceivable that one’s “happiness” is maximized which might give rise to an 

increase in one’s overall outlook and, consequently, energy levels thereby effectively turbo-

charging the total results! 
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Views of Havana, Cuba.  Inaugural strategy retreat, January 2010. 

Focus, focus, focus… 

2009 was an important year in that we had established a critical mass and which resulted in the 

stellar performance of both fabian papa & partners (fp&p) and HydraTek from a variety of 

perspectives.  At the same time, we recognized the need to avoid complacency and to 

continually focus our activities to deliver exceptional service and value to our clients in a 

sustainable manner.  And, by sustainable manner, I mean ensuring that the firm’s and its 

members’ needs are appropriately balanced.   

Routine formal and informal meetings are critically important for tactical needs.  However, the 

stimulus, stresses and distractions associated with being in or even close to the office can be 

limiting.  I have come to firmly believe that physical and mental separation is necessary in order 

promote the kind of thinking and engagement that is needed to develop the overarching 

strategies that guide the business and ultimately fulfill the needs of our clients.  (Furthermore, we 

needed and deserved a nice break!)   

In January 2010, fp&p held its inaugural Strategy Retreat in Havana, Cuba.  The country did its 

part in assisting us to maintain focus by having a cellular network which did not support data 

services such as e-mail.  The experience was an absolute success in that it allowed, in only the 
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way that face-to-face interpersonal communication can, for the internalization of messages and 

interpretations that come out through open and honest, even professionally combative, dialogue.  

(Many thanks to Paul Wood who recommended this destination.  Well done!) 

 Inclement weather offered a productive working environment. 1. View of Old Havana from The Roof Garden “Torre 
de Oro” at Hotel Sevilla, an excellent venue, particularly when empty, for serious and inspiring discussions. 2. This 
venue also offered some respite during breaks.  Notice the pooled water on the floor from the poorly sealed windows. 

In 2011, we tried the same, but at home in Toronto having reserved meeting space at the Sutton 

Place Hotel and spending a couple nights away from the distractions of the home and the office.  

Although still useful and a source of some interesting stories, it simply wasn’t the same in that 

the familiar surroundings, personal connections and inability to disengage from communications 

resulted in us not taking as much from the experience.  This goes to show the importance of 

stepping outside of one’s zones of comfort in order to stimulate awareness and react to a new 

and foreign setting.  For this reason, the 2012 retreat is being planned for Santiago, Chile! 
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The Deeper Message 

We were extremely fortunate in the summer of 2011 to enjoy a mere single month with an intern 

by the name of Yang Liu, a brilliant commerce student who had just finished her first year at 

Queen’s University (with astronomical grades) and who is on her way to stardom in the finance 

and investment business.  She is careful, detailed and focused and, when speaking with her 

employer for the balance of the summer, both he and I wished that we were half as bright as her!   

I asked Yang to review an early draft of this book and, amongst her many other useful 

comments, noted that this particular section of the book lacked some “deeper message”.  Well, 

of course, she was right. 

After the technical elements are covered off, our business is really one of relationships.  

Relationships between ourselves and our clients, relationships between our clients and their 

stakeholder groups – municipalities, other government agencies, competing and/or conflicting 

interest groups – relationships between ourselves and those same stakeholder groups, and our 

relationships as humans between our action and our world, with its intricate and complex 

dependencies; let us call these “external relationships”.  What helps to tie all these together in an 

organization is the relationships between ourselves which we shall call “internal” relationships.   

In our day-to-day practice, we spend much of our time in those “external” relationships, seeking 

to manage them and balance the needs within them.   During this process, we learn more about 

the “world” that we participate in which is in a state of continual evolution; this is by and large 

on an individual basis, however.  By devoting the necessary time and focus to our “internal” 

relationships, we are able to calibrate our organization to the realities and needs of our world.  In 

this manner, we are able to identify our clients’ needs and desires better, identify improvements 

to service as well as identify opportunities which can create value for these clients. 
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Searching for direction on the Malecón (Havana, Cuba). 

 



   77 

 

  Chapter 6 – In Closing 

Chapter 6 – In Closing 

In dwelling, live close to the ground. 

In thinking, keep to the simple. 

In conflict, be fair and generous. 

In governing, don’t try to control. 

In work, do what you enjoy. 

In family life, be completely present. 

– Lao Tzu 

The first five years can perhaps best be characterized as a period of proving the concept of our 

service offering and business structure, as well as establishing a presence in the industry while 

building a strong balance sheet to support future endeavours.  We now have a track record to 

leverage from as well as to look back upon in order to understand where we are and how we got 

here.  Although our sights are firmly set for the future, we must balance two opposing forces 

derived from the lessons learned from our individual and collective histories: (i) the proven 

ability to succeed and ambition to broaden our horizons; and (ii) the tempering effect of our 

constraints and limitations, both internal and external. 

Whatever we do must be consistent with the fundamental principles and philosophies that have 

guided us thus far, each of which have been touched upon here.  These principles and 

philosophies range from taking pride in our work and sharing mutual respect with our clients 

and our industry (Chapter 2), to having the courage to be bold and explore new territory to 
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create opportunities and a chance for serendipity to work its magic (Chapter 3), to continuing to 

work closely with excellent people (Chapter 4) and, finally, to work smart and maintain a balance 

in our professional and personal lives (Chapter 5). 

Certainly, at the time of writing, the future operation of the world is rather uncertain.  We’ve 

moved from a financial crisis in 2008 to what appears to be a much more significant crisis which 

will quite likely change the way the game is to be played.  At the same time, this provides an 

important lesson.  Just days before writing this part of the book, I was working in St. Jacobs 

(Ontario) which is home to a thriving Mennonite community and, as I was driving through the 

town, a saw a bona fide horse-drawn carriage – not the kind used to give an air of je ne sais quois to 

a wedding, but a real means of transportation.  Although I had long known this, it quickly struck 

me again that these people have likely not noticed, and likely will not notice, any changes to their 

lives despite what may precipitate from the world’s financial centres and overly indebted nations.  

Their lives are governed by simple, sustainable principles and philosophies and, while we are 

admittedly “in the game”, I like to think that we operate our businesses with a similar approach.  

This leads into the far more reaching concept of stewardship – the skillful care of a valuable 

trust – a habitable world. 

So, where to from here?  Well, it would appear that the industries we serve which largely relate 

to municipal infrastructure systems will continue to need intelligent and informed approaches 

that shift the emphasis towards maximizing the use and life of existing systems in order to 

support a healthy and productive population.  We are well positioned, both internally at fabian 

papa & partners, but also through our close network of affiliated specialty companies, to deliver 

integrated solutions to our infrastructure problems, both current and future, which are 

complicated and intricate in nature.  I truly look forward to the prospect of enjoying my work 

over the next five years!  (and many, many more, God willing – se Dio vuole.) 
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Contact Information 

fabian papa & partners inc.  

Corporate Office 

216 Chrislea Road, Suite 501 | Woodbridge, Ontario | L4L 8S5 | CANADA 

Branch Office 

8 Price Street, Suite 200 | Toronto, Ontario | M4W 1Z4 | CANADA 

Telephone, E-Mail & Web 

T: +1 905 264 2420 | F: +1 905 264 2441 | E: info@fabianpapa.com | www.fabianpapa.com 

Social Media 

Follow us on LinkedIn and Twitter! 

 

Fabian Papa & Partners Inc. 

 

@fpp2006 

 



80 

 

fabian papa & partners – the first five years 

 

HydraTek & Associates Inc.  

Corporate:  216 Chrislea Road, Suite 501 | Woodbridge, Ontario | L4L 8S5 | CANADA 

Branch:  8 Price Street, Suite 200 | Toronto, Ontario | M4W 1Z4 | CANADA 

T: +1 416 238 7681 | E: info@hydratek.com | www.hydratek.com 

 

HydraTek & Associates Inc. 

 

@HydraTek 

 

 

Vatten Infrastructure Inc.  

216 Chrislea Road, Suite 501 | Woodbridge, Ontario | L4L 8S5 | CANADA 

T: +1 647 729 3535 | E: info@vatten.ca | www.vatten.ca 
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itg infrastructure inc.  

216 Chrislea Road, Suite 501 | Woodbridge, Ontario | L4L 8S5 | CANADA 

T: +1 647 728 4829 | E: info@itginfrastructure.com | www.itginfrastructure.com 

 

 

 

 

Guido Papa Surveying Ltd.  

216 Chrislea Road, Suite 505 | Woodbridge, Ontario | L4L 8S5 | CANADA 

T: +1 905 264 2727 | F: +1 905 264 2728 | generalinfo@g-p-s.ca | www.g-p-s.ca 
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