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Professor Leonard B. Dworsky, a long-time Civil and Environmental Engineering faculty member, passed away in 

March 2008. He was 93 years old.

Born in Chicago in 1915, Leonard earned a B.S. degree in Civil Engineering at the University of Michigan in 

1936, and an M.A. degree in Public Administration from American University in 1955. From 1936-41, he worked 

as a sanitary engineer with the Illinois Department of Public Health. During WWII, he served as an officer in 

the Army Sanitary Corps rising to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. His responsibilities included water supply 

engineering and malaria control in the American Theater of Operations centered in the Caribbean, and staff 

training for military government field operations in preparation for the Far East military occupation.

In 1946, he became a commissioned officer of the U.S. Public Health Service, retiring after 18 years with the 

(Naval) rank of Captain. The USPHS was the focus of the nation’s post-war federal effort in pollution control. As a 

senior administrator, Leonard formulated and administered legislative and policy initiatives that became the basis 

of the nation’s environmental programs for decades to come. Together with Sanitary Engineering Director Carl 

Schwob, Leonard wrote the Congressional testimony for Surgeon General Thomas Parran on the Water Pollution 

Control Act of 1948. When the Act became law, Schwob was named the first Administrator of the Federal Water 

Pollution Control Program, and Leonard was his first appointee. Leonard prepared and presented testimony for 

the subsequent extension and the 1956 revision of the Act.

The 1948 legislation was noteworthy for recognizing that environmental and political boundaries often differed, 

and that formal interstate arrangements were necessary for successful pollution control. Participating in the 

implementation of the legislation he helped create, Leonard supervised the publication of 15 major basin summary 

reports covering the nation’s 226 sub-basins. He was also a member of the first Federal Interagency Committee’s 

River Basin Committee (1947), Secretary of the Missouri Basin Interagency Committee (1956), Chairman of the 

Columbia Basin Interagency Committee (1959-62), and HEW representative to the Federal Committee on Water 

Resources (1962-64).

Leonard joined the Cornell faculty as the first director of the Water Resources and Marine Sciences Center in 1964. 

For ten years as Center director, Leonard positioned Cornell as a major player in the development of the field of water 

resources research. The Center demonstrated the value of bringing together expertise from different disciplines 
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including faculty from Engineering, Law, Economics, City Planning, Remote Sensing, Agriculture, Geology, and 

Human Ecology. Studies sponsored by the Center ranged in focus from the local Finger Lakes Environmental 

Studies program to the international Canada/U.S. Inter-University Seminar that laid the groundwork for the 

Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement.

Leonard’s move to Cornell amplified his enthusiasm for the important role of government in improving 

environmental quality. He commuted to Washington where he was an advisor on water resources to Presidents 

Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon; he served on the President’s Science Advisory Committee (1966-70), 

chaired the Federal Council for Science and Technology’s Water Resources Research Committee (1965-67), was 

Senior Staff Assistant for Water Resources in the White House (1967-68), and served on the President’s National 

Environmental Panel (1968-72).

For over 40 years at Cornell, Leonard studied and taught about river basin management, water quality planning, 

management of resources in international boundary areas, and conflict resolution. His teaching and research 

concentrated on water and land policy and institutional issues. He sought to bridge the gap between social 

problems and science and technology. His seminars frequently provided analyses and recommendations directly 

to state and national policy makers.

After becoming Emeritus in 1985, Leonard and his colleague David Allee, taught their water policy seminar course 

for another 15 years. Well into his 80s, Leonard continued to write and lecture nationally and internationally, to 

mentor graduate students, and lobby his colleagues about the bigger issues of resource management. His vision is 

illustrated by the conclusions in his 1963 speech, The Problems of Water Quality Management:

“Man’s relationship to water is vital and cannot be limited by engineering-economics or market-place economics. This nation 

has voluntarily taken on the task of blending massive industrial and urban society with high social and cultural goals in 

support of a seemingly boundless improvement in its standard of living. We cannot foretell the end result of this effort. It is 

clear, however, that water, the management of its quality and related factors, will play a large part in determining the outcome.

“Our job is to do all we can to guarantee to our children and generations to follow, the widest possible range of choice without 

loss of flexibility of action today.”

Leonard was active through the Universities Council on Water Resources, the Engineering Foundation, 

the American Water Resources Association, the National Academy of Sciences, the American Academy of 

Environmental Engineers, and the American Society of Civil Engineers. Leonard was also an environmental 

consultant to the Rockefeller Foundation where he initiated the first comprehensive study (11 volumes!) of the 
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Hudson Basin. To the delight of his family who accompanied him, Leonard was also a consultant to the Governor 

of Puerto Rico for nine years. He was a member of the International Joint Commission’s Great Lakes Science 

Advisor Board (1972-79) and he was a Senior Associate of the Utton Trans-boundary Resource Center at the 

University of New Mexico Law School, writing frequently for the Natural Resources Journal. He traveled on behalf 

of the State Department, the United Nations and the OECD. Honors he received included a “Commendation 

Medal” from the Surgeon General; the “Caulfield Medal for Exemplary Contributions to National Water Policy,” 

from the American Water Resources Association; and the “Outstanding Professional Achievement Award” by the 

Hudson River Environmental Society.

Leonard was happily married for nearly 50 years to Diana Levin. Together they had five children. In Ithaca, 

he found time to earn his private pilot’s license at East Hill Flying Club, and he was an avid glider pilot, hiring 

sailplanes at any location that had an airport. He also sailed, was a scuba diver and in his mid-60s, took up skiing. 

He was a trustee and president of Temple Beth-El.

Leonard Dworsky never quit caring about water policy, the wise use of water resources, inter-government 

cooperation, and the development of his students and colleagues. He was on a mission, and encouraged his 

colleagues to join him by thinking larger thoughts and exploring broader issues. He was always talking about new 

ideas and paradigms: watershed-based, ecosystem-based, and risk-based planning. If we could just work together, 

he knew we could all be better off. He served as a tremendous role model for us all.

Jery R. Stedinger, Chairperson; Richard I. Dick, Daniel P. Loucks
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