Brief Case Descriptions for Discussion
The following are brief descriptions of actual cases in the practice of geology.  All of these cases involve ethical issues, although not all of the cases necessarily involve breaches of professional ethics.    
[1]  A debris flow originating on the hillslope above a new housing development destroyed a house and killed all of the children within it.  The hillslope was beyond the property boundaries of the new development, on public land.  The person responsible for the site investigation prior to grading and construction stated that he had not been paid or authorized by the developer to examine off-site conditions, and so never looked at the slopes above the property.  (The lot on which the house was destroyed was graded on top of an older debris-flow fan, and was located at the base of a swale in the hillside that was filled with loose soil.)
[2]  A presentation of the debris-flow case at a professional meeting generated a lively discussion of the ethics of several participants.  Afterwards, an older gentleman came up to the presenter and, with evident emotion, asked simply, "Is it unethical to make a mistake?"

[3]  A young geologist was hired to map a large mesa overlooking the ocean in preparation for its possible development as a tract for expensive houses.  The geologist found huge ancient landslides and smaller recent landslides that might compromise the project.  The developer who hired the geologist compelled the geologist to turn-over all of the materials from the field investigation, then fired him and threatened to sue for breach of contract if the geologist disclosed what he discovered on the property.  After another geologist provided a favorable report, development occurred as planned.  A decade or two later, the landslides were activated as a result of irrigation and septic discharge from the development, houses were damaged or destroyed, and roughly one billion dollars of lawsuits were filed.
[4]  In California, construction of occupied buildings is not allowed within ~50 feet of the surface trace of a fault with documented Holocene displacement.  A developer wants to build ~45 houses in an area where a major active fault capable of a magnitude 8+ earthquake splays into several different strands, spaced far enough apart so that single or double rows of houses can be sited between the strands.  The access roads for the houses are designed to be located along the fault traces.  The houses would be surrounded by strands of an active fault that are located between 50 feet and a few hundred feet from the structures.  During an earthquake, road access to the houses along with utility lines established along the roads would probably be destroyed.  The developer's plan appears to be acceptable under current law.
[5]  A hydrogeologist works on an undeveloped site on a small mesa surrounded on three sides by steep slopes.  The lower third of the mesa is a dense, impermeable siliceous marine shale that is nearly horizontal, while the upper two-thirds of the mesa is poorly consolidated, coarse, recent alluvium.  The slopes are near the angle of repose for the dry alluvial formation.  The geologist certifies the site to be appropriate for high-volume septic discharge supporting a proposed multi-unit condominium development, based on the high rate at which water percolates into a surface test pit.  No thought is given to where that water will go once it hits the impermeable shale, or what the effects of that water will be on the steep alluvial slopes.  "That's not my job," he said.
[6]  A licensed geologist is hired to perform an independent second-party review of another licensed geologist's report.  The review finds significant problems with the initial report, some of which would endanger the safety of people living in or around the project.  The authors of the original report ask the professional organization of engineering geologists to levy sanctions against the second-party reviewer, contending that it is unethical for one licensed professional geologist to contradict the findings of another licensed professional geologist.

[7]  A valuable piece of land was rendered unsuitable for development when a trench study found a fault with Holocene displacement on the property.  This strand is parallel with a major thrust fault system that marks a major physiographic and terrain boundary, and that is thought to be capable of magnitude 7 earthquakes.  As a result of the trench study, the fault on the property was legally designated as an active fault, although the trace of the legally-defined fault was only mapped from one property line to the opposite property line.  (The study could not be extended onto adjacent properties because access permission was not granted.)  Later, another geologist was hired by people who would like to develop this site.  The new geologist argued that a fault as short as the one mapped on the property could not generate an earthquake large enough to produce the offset observed in the trench.  Hence, the fault cannot be a seismogenic fault, and the offset must be due to something else.  The fault was subsequently reclassified by the state.
[8]  A geologic study of the area around a complex of public school buildings appeared to reveal the presence of an active fault traversing the property.  This generated a great deal of activity and conversation, consuming a substantial amount of time and money.  An expensive independent study eventually identified significant flaws in the original work.  The interpretation of active faulting was shown to be unsupported by the available evidence.  Millions of dollars were expended in the geoscience studies, and legal action to recoup losses generated additional costs.
[9]  An earthquake destabilized a slope above a roadway that provides access to many homes, apartments and condominiums.  The slope was rebuilt as a fill slope using geofabric made of plastics that have a life expectancy (in this application) of around 50 years.  After reconstruction, a lot for a new house was graded immediately above the repaired slope.  Second-party reviewers questioned the wisdom of putting a house on a slope that has already been subject to earthquake damage, and that has been rebuilt using a critical structural element that has just a 50-year life expectancy.  The response was that the average longevity of a house in that area is just 35 years.  At this, the reviewers asked whether information about the short life expectancy of the repaired slope would be included in the legal deed description for the lot.  The answer was an emphatic "No!"
[10]  A geochemist developed an unique dataset as a member of an expedition that collected samples for x-ray fluorescence analysis in a place that had not been accessible to any other researcher.  The geochemist prepared a paper describing the results of the analysis and included a data table.  The paper was sent to the editor of a prominent journal, who sent copies to several experts for review.  Before the geochemist received the reviews back from the editor, a paper was published in a different journal that contained the data table from the geochemist's manuscript.  None of the authors of the published paper were members of the expedition, and none had access to the samples or sample site.
