
For the past 33 years, whenever some-
one would say, “We’ve got to walk the sew-
er,” environmental engineer Cindy Fort, a 
technical director in the Utility Infrastructure 
Group at American Structurepoint, would 
be the one to reply, “I’ll go first!” No one 
ever told her she wasn’t “supposed” to be 
an environmental engineer as a kid—an 
industry that once had an approximately 
10-to-1 male-to-female ratio in the late-
1970s, when she entered graduate school 
at Purdue University. While other females 
her age were training as nurses or teach-
ers, Fort remembers being raised as a Girl 
Scout, exploring the great outdoors, asking 
many questions, tackling science projects, 
and figuring things out for herself. 

Fort started her career with a Bachelor 
of Science degree in microbiology and zool-
ogy at The Ohio State University. Her work 
with the Center for Lake Erie Area Research, 
analyzing the microbiology of the near shore 
area of Lake Erie, was fun and challenging, 
but it didn’t seem to be the ultimate career 

choice. She wanted to make a positive en-
vironmental impact, and rather than watch-
ing what was happening, she wanted make 
it happen. Little did she know how far her 
reach would go.

Fort switched to the engineering side 
of the environmental industry, putting a 
Master of Science degree in Environmental 
Engineering from Purdue University to 
work. Her first job, serving 13 years in 
the engineering department of the City of 
Indianapolis’ Wastewater Treatment Plant, 
included “keeping the plant alive” by fix-
ing existing processes and mechanical 
problems.

When she began working at American 
Structurepoint in 1993, there were only 
two other employees in what was then 
called the Special Projects Group. She has 
helped grow the department into the Utility 
Infrastructure Group, as it is called today. 
She continually initiates treatment plant 
projects and coaches the young staff to be 
better engineers. Her project experience 

has included saving $1.5 million in esti-
mated construction costs for the City of 
Indianapolis/Citizens Water on a septic tank 
elimination (STEP) project by rerouting sew-
er designs from a street that did not need 
service. 

Fort also served as the project manager 
for the design of the award-winning Bradford 
Woods project on Indiana University’s cam-
pus. This project replaced an old deteriorat-
ed wastewater treatment plant with a con-
structed wetland and a rehabilitated sewer 
system that reduced infiltration and inflow. 
Most recently, Fort helped design two phas-
es of the Town of Speedway wastewater 
treatment plant improvements that finished 
construction in the spring of 2012, includ-
ing designing upgrades to their biological 
treatment process and storage nitrification 
denitrification reactor (SNDR). The SNDR 
process reduces the ammonia from the 
biosolids recycle stream to allow the plant 
to meet its discharge permit requirements. 
Both projects saved the Town energy costs.
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According to Fort, the opportunities 
for women in engineering professions may 
have improved since the 1970s, but she 
says she doesn’t feel she’s ever been held 
back. “Nobody dissuaded me from taking 
physics and chemistry in school, or doing 
science projects, but it really wasn’t ex-
pected,” Fort says. “Since I’ve been work-
ing, there has been a significant increase 
in women in environmental engineering. 
Purdue, in particular, has done a good job 
of recruiting and retaining women engineers 
in their engineering programs.” 

Fort is an advisor on the Purdue 
University Environmental and Ecological 
Engineering Advisory Council, and a former 
advisor on the Purdue Civil Engineering 
Advisory Council. As an advisor, Fort shares 
with Purdue University real-world knowl-
edge of what employers in the utility infra-
structure engineering industry look for in 
new employees. The advisory council pro-
vides guidance from a practitioner’s stand-
point to keep some “reality” in the education 

system. She is also a lifelong member of 
Purdue’s President’s Council.

As a mentor for budding engineers, 
Fort has a few words of advice for achieving 
success in the industry. “Don’t be afraid of 
it! I think back on the stuff I did as a kid in 
the Girl Scouts, and just out playing in the 
woods I learned to ask a lot of questions. 
Figuring stuff out on your own and listening 
are also important. You have to be able to 
listen, because you learn a lot from other 
people, especially your clients, on what’s 
working or what’s not working. After all, 
problem solving is what I do all day long.” 

Fort has also been part of the Indiana 
Water Environment Association (IWEA) 
Operations & Maintenance Committee 
for 15 years, and she has been on the 
Collection Systems Committee for 20 years. 
She often participates as vice chairperson, 
helps put on seminars, assists with the an-
nual conference, and presents papers at 
seminars and conferences.  

“A good leader needs to have foresight 
and the ability to plan in order to avoid inef-
ficiencies and to keep things calm for the 
staff,” Fort says. “Long-term goals for my 
group are to get steady water and/or waste-
water treatment plant projects for rehabilita-
tion work and for the design of new con-
struction. Those are the fun projects!”

Fort’s non-work interests include mo-
torcycling (BMW, Yamaha, and/or Suzuki) 
with her husband, Webb Bernhardt. “I’ve 
ridden close to 200,000 miles on my bike. 
It’s a great way to see the country,” she 
says.  She also enjoys quilting.

Many see Fort as a path-forger in her 

industry and a technical expert; however, 
instead of bragging to clients, she takes the 
time to listen closely to their concerns, and 
she works hard to reconfigure plans for the 
highest-quality project, addressing even the 
most minor details with special attention.

Friend and former vice president of 
American Structurepoint, Jim Kovacs  
(retired), has known Fort for over 20 years. 
“Part of what Cindy brings to the table is 
the ability to really listen to what a client has 
to say. She does it well,” Kovacs says. “Her 
involvement in the industry has gained her 
much respect and has made her one of the 
major faces of our environmental practice. I 
couldn’t have done what I did without her. 
She’s one of the hardest working, most pas-
sionate people I know.”

With the freedom to be the woman she 
wants to be as a technical director in the 
Utility Infrastructure Group at American 
Structurepoint, Fort uses her experience to 
chase the projects she’s passionate about 
and mentors new engineers entering the in-
dustry. “Now, when we have to walk a sew-
er, inspect manholes or treatment plants, I 
make sure the younger engineers are get-
ting their chance to see firsthand,” Fort 
says, “passing on the experiences I’ve had 
so they become better engineers.”
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Cindy Fort celebrates 20 years with American Structurepoint on March 22.

“Problem solving is 
what I do all  
day long.”
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