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Remember just a few months ago when people were still weighing crazy career options like becoming a 

celebrity pet stylist or an investment banker? Those days are long gone, and with their demise 

Americans are realizing that the best gigs are the ones that would have impressed grandpa—jobs that 

involve real skills, pay a fair wage, and ultimately produce something of value for society. 

With infrastructure slated to receive trillions of dollars in public and private investment in the next 

couple of decades, it stands as one of the most promising sectors of the economy for both young people 

and the recently unemployed. There are good jobs to be had—ones that won’t be downsized or 

outsourced. 

We talked with a broad range of experts and sussed out ten of the brightest career opportunities in 

rebuilding America. There’s something for everyone, from high school graduates to PhD’s in nuclear 

physics. All of these gigs are ones you can start pursuing today—and to that end, we offer some practical 

steps for getting yourself on the hiring track. 

So go get a real job. Make grandpa proud. 

This is the first in a series of pieces about career opportunities in infrastructure. Check in at 

infrastructurist.com soon for our second installment. 

1. Smart Meter Installer - $25,000 to $35,000 

What they do: Smart meters—unlike their “dumb” predecessors—are capable of two-way 

communication, exchanging information with a utility and between devices in a home. A smart meter 

installer goes to homes or businesses and removes the old meter and swaps in the new one. The process 

can either be simple or complex, depending on the specifics of the utility program and the customer. 

Why it’s hot: There are 150 million electric meters in the US. About 90 percent of them are “dumb.” 

Obama has offered a plan to upgrade 40 million of the meters, but eventually they will probably all be 

replaced. Some utilities are well under way: PG&E in California is putting in 10.3 million smart meters, 

while Oncor in Texas is planning to install 3 million in the next four years. “There is a shortage of people 

trained in these services,” says Dr. Ralph Masiello, a smart grid expert and a Fellow at the IEEE. Even 
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after the initial wave of installations dies down, Masiello expects there will be opportunity to build a 

career. “As more devices are connected to smart meters there will be an increasing need to provide 

support,” he says. “Help desk, troubleshooting and field visits will all be required. As electric plug-in 

hybrid vehicles grow in use, there will also be a need for services there.” 

How to get the job: “It’s the sort of thing a person could go to a community college or a trade school 

for,” says Masiello. Contact your local electrical utility to see if they are partnering with any training 

programs. Or, since much of the work will be done by contracts, get the names of those companies and 

reach out to them directly. 

2. Process Piping Designer – $25 - $50+ an hour  

What they do: Design the complex plumbing systems that lie at the heart of a petrochemical plant. 

Why it’s hot: Our country’s chemical plants are aging—most are between 30 and 50 years old—and the 

internal piping is getting rusty. Existing facilities need to be refurbished and new ones built. Over coming 

decades this means enormous opportunity for process pipers, but the average age in the field is over 50, 

according to Dr. William G. Beazley, executive director of the Society of Piping Engineers and Designers. 

The field is so short-handed that Beazley recently went to Detroit to recruit displaced automotive 

workers to become piping designers. “If a guy can route a muffler, he can route a pipe at a process 

plant,” he says. “And I think that under Obama there will be a lot of money to retrain people to work in 

this field.” There’s good incentive to get into the trade: “A really good process piper can make up to $75 

an hour,” says Beazley. 

How to get hired: A minimum of a two-year associate degree in computer-aided design (offered by 

many community colleges) and some additional process training (which many companies offer) is 

required. Contact SPED for information on training courses.  

3. Geotechnical Engineer - $50,000 to $85,000  

What they do: As experts on foundations and soil conditions, geotechnical engineers play a key role in 

the building and maintenance of levees and dams (not to mention tunnels, bridge foundations, and 

some highways). 

Why it’s hot: “There are 100,000 miles of levees in the US,” says Pat Natale, executive director of the 

American Society of Civil Engineers. “And they’re in bad shape.” In his organization’s recently issued 

report card on America’s infrastructure, levees were rated at the bottom of the list, receiving a “D-”. 

Some are more than a century old and have never been inspected. Thousands of lives could be lost if 

certain levee systems failed. Beyond the acute situation with levees, ASCE has rated nearly 2,000 

potentially hazardous dams as structurally deficient. “There’s a lot of work out there for geotechnical 

engineers,” say Natale. 

How to get the job: Geotechnical engineering requires an undergraduate engineering degree and 

sometimes a graduate training. Start by browsing ASCE’s list of accredited programs. 



4. Transmission Lineman - $20 to $35 an hour  

What they do: As the name suggests, lineman build and maintain electrical power lines. Transmission 

lineman work specifically on the long distance, high-voltage lines for moving electricity long distances. 

Transmission work is physically demanding and often requires working at heights. For the most part, it 

involves rigging lines that have not yet been electrified. 

Why it’s hot: “Most utility companies out there are going to have up to 40 percent of their line force 

retiring in the next 5 to 10 years,” says David Powell, director of the Southeast Lineman Training Center. 

“Even in this economy, we’re still seeing hiring—especially in transmission industry, where they’re still 

getting a lot of bids. It’s where we’re going to see the most growth.” The future does look bright. Large 

sections of the nation’s existing transmission network need to be upgraded. And with wind and solar 

farms springing up in remote locations and many nuclear plants on the drawing board, the grid is set for 

a expansion as well. 

How to get hired: “Our program is for people with no experience who want to get into the industry,” 

says Powell. The 15 week program is the equivalent of 18 months on the job in terms of learning the 

basics of the trade. The Northwest Lineman College also offers high quality training for neophytes. 

5. Nuclear engineer - $60,000 to $100,000+  

What they do: Nuclear engineers do a wide range of things, but these days much of the field is focused 

on the design, maintenance and operation of civilian nuclear power plants. 

Why it’s hot: The nuclear power industry essentially became frozen in this country after Three-Mile 

Island. “Fewer young people were going into it, and the people already in the field were defecting into, 

say, management or investment banking,” says Dr. Michael Corradini, chair of the Engineering Physics 

Department at the University of Wisconsin. Today, however, nuclear energy is enjoying a renaissance 

and that is showing up in the labor market. “We’re seeing a surge in enrollment in nuclear engineering 

programs, and that’s because nothing spreads like word of mouth. People are hearing about the great 

job offers and high salaries nuclear engineers are getting,” says Carol Berrigan, Director of Industry 

Infrastructure at the Nuclear Energy Institute. America is behind many countries in this current trend, 

but still has 19 new reactor and plant projects awaiting government approval, promising plenty of work 

in years ahead. All would come online in the next decade or so and create jobs in wide range of 

industries for nuclear engineers. 

How to get the job: According to the NEI, there are 46 collegiate nuclear engineer programs in the US, at 

schools ranging from tiny super-liberal Reed College in Oregon to large state schools like the University 

of South Carolina. 

6. Radiation protection technician - $65,000 to $75,000 

What they do: RPTs measure and monitor radiation levels in environments where radioactive materials 

are in use – most frequently, in nuclear power plants and in the medical industry. They are highly-

trained safety officers who use specialized electronic equipment to do their jobs. 



Why it’s hot: The same dynamics that have created such demand for nuclear engineers also mean lots of 

opportunities for RPTs. Mainly due to retirement, the nuclear industry is expecting to hire 25,000 people 

by 2012. That means plenty of opportunity for RPTs and other technicians in the near term. But with 

perhaps dozens of new nuclear plants coming online in the next twenty years, the long term future also 

looks promising. “We’re seeing strong demand for nuclear technicians,” says Carol Berrigan of the 

Nuclear Energy Institute. “And the trend is definitely increasing.” 

How to get the job: Being an RPT requires only a high-school degree and some subsequent technical 

training, often obtained at a community college. There are 42 institutions across the country that 

partner with the nuclear industry to provide training. (For a list, visit the Nuclear Energy Institute’s 

website). 

7. Ironworker – $25 to $35 an hour, plus benefits 

What they do: Two ironworking specialities that are particularly in demand are “connectors” and 

“rodmen.” A “connector” works up in the air on vertical uprights, attaching horizontal beams to them. A 

“rodman” lays the steel rebar grids that keep the concrete on a bridgedeck or a building floor from 

cracking. 

Why it’s hot: Like many of the specialized trades, the workforce is aging in these fields, creating lots of 

opportunity for younger people. “We certainly foresee a need for a younger workforce,” says Scott 

Malley of Ironworker magazine, who believes that the tens of billions dollars that will be spent on bridge 

construction and repair in coming years will ensure an abundance of work. “We have significant 

recruitment efforts underway.” 

How to get the job: The route into ironworking is through an apprenticeship program. There are 

currently more than 150 of these offered through local colleges all over the country. “The nice thing is, 

the apprenticeship programs cost nothing,” says Malley. “You earn college credits, and you can move on 

and finish with a degree in, say, construction management.” Meaning it’s both a stable career in it’s own 

right and one with potential for advancement. 

8. Bridge engineer - $55,000 - $90,000 

What they do: A sub-specialty of structural engineering, they participate in the design, planning, 

construction, inspection and repair of (predictably enough) bridges. 

Why it’s hot: “We need more bridge engineers in this country,” says Pat Natale, executive director of the 

American Society for Civil Engineers. More than 72,000 bridges in America are structurally deficient. 

Some of those will need to be replaced. The rest will need to be repaired. Hundreds of thousands of 

others need to be inspected and monitored closely. Also new bridges will need to be built as part of the 

process of creating a high speed rail network in this country. 

How to get the job: Start with a four-year civil engineering degree from an accredited college or 

university. Thereafter you may or may not need to do specialized graduate study. For programs, browse 

ASCE’s list. 



9. Solar Panel Installer - $15 to $30 an hour 

What they do: Photovoltaic installers, as they are more formally called, mount solar panels on buildings. 

It’s a highly technical process that involves a careful consideration of location and angles. The installer is 

also responsible for making sure the panels are properly connected to the building’s electrical system 

and any “smart” two-way metering systems (which allow customers to get paid for surplus energy they 

generate) that may be present. 

Why it’s hot: Obama has made it clear that addressing climate change is one of his highest policy 

priorities. The stimulus and his proposed budget devote vast amounts of money to incentives for 

American companies and households to go green. As we move away from traditional carbon-intensive 

energy sources and toward renewable sources, the use of solar panels by homeowners, businesses, 

schools and governments should skyrocket. Massachusetts alone is planning to spend $68 million to 

increase solar capacity by 600 percent in the next four years—and Massachusetts isn’t even in the sun 

belt, where the getting ought to be really good. 

How to get the job: NABCEP, the North American Board of Certified Energy Practitioners, offers 

certifications for solar installers. Contact the organization for information about training programs. 

10. Urban Designer - $45,000 to $100,000+  

What they do: Design complex public spaces. The job is a hybrid discipline of architecture and urban 

planning, with the aim of creating balanced and livable cities, towns, and neighborhoods. 

Why it’s hot: Recent experience has taught this country that the willy-nilly model of development 

doesn’t work. As Obama himself proclaimed recently, sprawl is dead. The antidote to sprawl is creating 

well-designed, walkable communities that are connected to a rail network. (Chris Leinberger of the 

Brookings Institute explains the principle in this interview.) The most successful model to date is the DC 

area, but many other US cities from Charlotte to Dallas to LA are following suit and redeveloping 

miniature “city centers” throughout the metropolitan area. Urban designers are specialists behind these 

projects. With rail now a signature issue under Obama, there will be a lot of opportunity to create these 

dense, walkable neighborhoods around new and expanded rail networks in American towns and cities. 

What’s the best case scenario for urban designers? “The federal government could stipulate that where 

there’s significant federal investment, local governments need to create an urban environment that’s 

highly compatible with rail enhancement,” says Steve Fimanowicz, communications director at the 

Congress for a New Urbanism. 

How to get the job: Unlike the others on this list, urban design has been always been a rather sexy gig, 

so it’s competitive and starting pay can be low. But if you do want to get in, a good route would be a 

joint architecture and urban planning degree. Berkeley, for one, has a great program. 


