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PROFILE

Vanessa Marshall M.Eng., P.Eng. 

Regional Practice Lead, Geotechnical Services 

COMPANY 
Pinchin Ltd.

LOCATION 
Waterloo 

Why did you get into the Geotechnical field?
It was by fluke. My undergraduate degree is in Mining Engineering  
from Queen's University and in my third year I took a soil mechanics 
course and was captivated by it. That following summer I was able to  
find employment with a geotechnical engineering firm doing laboratory 
testing for soils, asphalt and concrete. In my fourth year I took as many 
geotechnical courses as I could, and upon graduation, I returned to the 
same geotechnical firm this time as a field technician testing soil, 
aggregate and concrete for quality assurance on construction projects.  
A few months later, due to staffing changes I was asked if I would be 
interested in becoming a project manager for geotechnical projects  
and I haven’t looked back.

What trends have you seen in the Geotechnical field over your  
career and what has changed the most?  
Clients are asking for more cost-effective foundation solutions, and due  
to the cost increases in soil disposal, deep foundation technologies are 
becoming more accessible and accepted for use on projects. Previously,  
if poor soil conditions were encountered at a site, removal and placement 
of engineered fill would be the preferred design practice, or the proposed 
structure would be supported on caissons or piles. Alternative foundation 
options existed but most times were very cost-prohibited, as compared  
to engineered fill. Over the last few years several companies have been 
able to bring evolving deep foundation and soil improvement technologies  
into Canada and provide geotechnical and structural engineers with 
more foundation alternatives than ever before. Additionally, combined 
foundation options are being proposed more often in order to provide  
the most cost-effective solution for the structure that still meets the 
required design criteria.

In your opinion, what are the greatest challenges facing the field?  
The geotechnical field in many geographic regions is a very competitive 
market place, and in order to secure work, some geotechnical firms  
are underbidding projects and reducing work programs. Owners need  
to realize that the lowest price may not always provide the best result. 
Projects are on tighter timelines and budgets than ever before and 
pushing reduced fees onto geotechnical engineering work may cause 
design problems further along in the project when insufficient 
information is available. Additionally, the reduction in geotechnical 
investigations at the beginning of a project increases the risk during  
the construction stage, and this additional risk needs to be reviewed 
relative to the cost of a few additional boreholes at the beginning  
of the project. Anyone reviewing bids should review the work program 
to ensure that the bids they are receiving are comparable, and to ensure 
that they are sufficient for the owner’s risk tolerance. A proactive 
measure would be to have geotechnical engineers retained to review 
work plans for a contract to ensure that the most cost effective (not 
cheapest) work plan is chosen with the owner’s risk tolerance in mind.  

How do you see Geotechnical Engineering changing in the future? 
With all of the changes that are occurring with brownfield redevelopment 
requirements and low impact development requirements more integrated 
teams are going to be needed. Multi-disciplinary teams will need to 
include the geotechnical engineer from the beginning of a project to ensure 
that the owner’s needs are being met for the development. Geotechnical 
engineers are going to have to work with the civil and structural engineers 
on the design team to ensure that the field investigations obtain all of the 
information that is needed for the site. The geotechnical investigation is 
going to become more fluid during the design stage, and multi-staged 
investigations may start to be the new model.
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What are the top three projects you worked on and why?
1.  Pan Am Games Athletes Village – Toronto
The geotechnical engineering firm that I had been at, had been recently 
purchased by a larger firm and this was my first experience with a Public 
Private Partnership project. We were responsible for completing the 
baseline geotechnical engineering reports for the development.  As it was 
my first time being involved in the process of a P3 project it taught me a lot 
about the risk levels of the different stakeholders. As part of the baseline 
studies we completed several different in-situ tests on the subsurface soils 
and bedrock that are typically not used on most private sector projects, 
several of which I had previously studied but never performed.  

2. Region of Waterloo Light Rail Transit – Kitchener/Waterloo
Stage 1 of the Region of Waterloo’s rapid transit system involved the 
construction of track from Conestoga Mall in Waterloo southwards to 
Fairview Park Mall in Kitchener, a total distance of approximately 19 km. 
As part of the transit system, a grade separation structure was constructed 
on King Street at the CN rail crossing. Initially it was proposed that the 
grade separation be constructed using an H-pile foundation system; 
however, to minimize the shoring requirements the design was modified  
to be built from the top down using concrete caissons. There are significant 
loads through the centre column of the bridge and in order to provide 
accurate design calculations an Osterberg Cell load test was completed  
to confirm the design parameters of the caissons. Additionally, this project 
was exciting for me as a resident of Waterloo Region. Having grown up  
in the Region and raising a family in the Region it is exciting to be part  
of a project that is helping the Region grow and prosper.  

3.  Proposed Six-storey Office Tower – Kitchener 
The project involves the design and construction of a new office 
development in downtown Kitchener. This project is memorable for  
me as it is one of the first geotechnical projects that I worked on after 
joining Pinchin to start their geotechnical service line. Additionally,  
the project highlights the growth in Waterloo Region as the proposed 
building is a significant development in downtown Kitchener due to  
its location in the City.   

What would you like to tell everyone about yourself that  
not many people know?
Each Spring I participate in the Canadian Cancer Society’s Relay for Life. 
I belong to a team of ten amazing women who have been participating in 
the relay for the last twelve years. To assist with fundraising, we host a 
benefit breakfast and Euchre tournament, both of which see over 80 
people in attendance. To date we have raised over $130,000 for cancer 
research and I find it to be one of the enjoyable ways that I give back  
to the community and spend time with family and friends.  G

Pan Am Games Athletes Village

345 King. St. W. Proposed Office Tower



INDUSTRY NEWS
by Marilyn Spink  P.ENG. 

Introduction to PEO’s PEAK program
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Professional Engineers Ontario (PEO), Ontario’s engineering regulator, has recently introduced its  
Practice Evaluation and Knowledge (PEAK) program – a unique program for its 85,000 licence holders  
to improve the regulator’s data about its practitioners’ engineering practice profiles while encouraging 
individualized continuing knowledge development. While many engineers, as practising professionals,  
are continuously learning, as Ontario’s engineering regulator, PEO has a responsibility to know what its 
practitioners are doing to stay current in their practices. It is a public confidence issue and PEO must 
maintain that confidence. All other engineering regulators across Canada have some form of continuous 
professional development program for their licence holders, and PEO should be no exception.

Under PEAK, practising licence holders 
complete both a practice evaluation 
questionnaire and an online ethics module 
prior to their licence renewal. Questionnaire 
responses help determine a practising licence 
holder’s practice risks; and, based on this,  
a recommended annual number of continuing 
professional development hours is provided  
to help the practitioner maintain a level of 
knowledge commensurate with safeguarding 
the public interest. This program model 
addresses the diversity of practice among 
licence holders instead of having a “One Size 
Fits All” approach.

 PEO’s PEAK program is innovative  
because practising licence holders design  
their own continuing professional knowledge 
plan by choosing technical activities aligned 
with their practice area. PEO’s PEAK program  
was designed by engineers for engineers over  
a three-year period by two separate task forces 
made up of PEO volunteers, including extensive 
consultation with PEO’s current licence 

holders. The task force designed, developed  
and implemented a flexible program where 
engineers decide what they need to do to keep 
current and avoided a prescriptive program. 
Acceptable activities must be technical but  
can include anything from university/college 
courses, reading journals, attending/presenting 
seminars, to structured discussions or tutorials 
with peers, to writing articles which help  
other engineers learn.

Those who self-identify as non-practising 
licence holders will only be asked to declare 
they are not practising professional engineering 
and to complete the online ethics module.

Participation in the PEAK program is 
encouraged but is not mandatory to renew  
or maintain a licence. PEAK also incorporates 
elements of “gamification” into the program  
as licence holders’ completion status for each 
part of the program is publicly noted on PEO’s 
online directory of practitioners.

PEAK came about after PEO Council 
unanimously supported the creation of  

a continuing professional development  
program for licence holders in September 2013. 
In March 2014, Council created the Continuing 
Professional Development, Competence  
and Quality Assurance (CPDCQA) Task  
Force and called for it “to prepare a plan  
for a comprehensive program of continuing 
professional development and quality 
assurance.” In February 2016, Council created 
the Continuing Professional Competence 
Program (CP)2 Task Force to establish criteria 
and details needed to operationalize the CPD 
program proposed by the first Task Force.  
The program launched on March 31, 2017. 

For a complete overview of the PEAK 
program, visit www.peopeak.ca.  G

Marilyn Spink, P.Eng. is a Lieutenant Governor 
Appointed to PEO Council, Vice President 
Appointed, an Executive Member of PEO Council 
and former member of the Continuing 
Professional Development Program Task Force 
who designed the PEAK program.
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TECH WATCH
By Brent D. Smith
Con-Tech Systems Ltd. 

DRILL DRAIN® – The Underlying Concept

Con-Tech Systems, with the help of Ischebeck, now offers a new solution 
to address water build up behind retaining walls. DRILL DRAIN® 
Con-Tech’s new soil nail “filter system” consists of direct-drilled TITAN 
pressure grouted anchor (soil nail) with the grout body made from a 
specialty grout that acts like a filter. DRILL DRAIN® is a directly drilled 
drain reinforced with a hollow steel tendon. The filter material is 
pressure injected into the holes during the installation process. 

When a retaining wall is installed without drainage, a head of water 
builds up behind the retaining wall and generates hydro-static pressure. 
This pressure will subject the wall to overturning forces which is the 
cause of the majority of retaining wall failures. Drilling weepholes 

through the concrete wall is the conventional way of relieving 
hydrostatic pressure. With the weepholes, the slope seepage water 
continues to flow uncontrolled down to the backside of the retaining 
wall causing fines to eventually obstruct the holes. Once the holes are 
obstructed, the hydrostatic pressure can build up and exert a much 
higher load on the wall than was originally designed. In the winter 
trapped water can freeze and accelerate the walls eventual failure.

DRILL DRAIN® intercepts the slope seepage behind the retaining  
wall and prevents the slope seepage water from even approaching  
the wall. Only filtered water will be drained from the face preventing 
the build-up hydrostatic pressure.  G  
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Slope stabilization  
with shotcrete
and TITAN soil nail  

Slope dewatering  
with DRILL DRAIN®

and TITAN 40/27
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DRILL DRAIN®

drilled upwards  
up to 1 m into  
water-bearing  
strata

DRILL DRAIN®



A FOUNDATION TO BUILD ON
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EVENTS

2018 Inspector’s Training Seminar  
and Demonstration

EBS Installation and Demonstration 

You’re invited to the only course of its kind being offered in Ontario.  
This full-day seminar will provide you with a competitive advantage  
by ensuring proper inspection techniques for helical pile installations.  
To maximize your training, we will provide in-class sessions and  
in-field demonstrations. By attending you will receive 8 hours towards 
Practice Evaluation and Knowledge (PEAK) program.

At the event, you will:
• Witness installation and load testing of helical piles
• Understand the performance abilities of helical piles
• Have networking opportunities
• Receive 8 hours towards Practice Evaluation  

and Knowledge (PEAK) program
• Have breakfast and lunch provided

REGISTRATION DETAILS
A $100 deposit will be charged at time of registration and reimbursed after the event.  
In case of nonattendance, the $100 registration fee will be forfeited.  
Pay by Visa or MasterCard. 

Register at www.ebsgeo.com/inspector’s-training  




