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This Item

Let’s talk about your background in science. Can you walk us through your experience?
I am a structural engineer. I have a Ph.D. in structural dynamics from the University of Southern California in Los 
Angeles (USA ), a master’s degree in earthquake engineering from McMaster University in Canada, and a 
bachelor’s degree in civil engineering from my time in Egypt. I have experience in design, teaching and research, 
as well. Before coming to FM Global, I was a professor at the Polytechnic Institute of New York University (USA ) 
teaching earthquake engineering and bridge design. I am a registered professional engineer in California and New 
York. Since I was a kid, I always wanted to be an engineer. I enjoy learning about complex structures and how 
they behave, and I enjoy teaching, designing structures and how they behave, and I enjoy teaching, designing and 
conducting research.

Can you describe what your responsibilities are 
here?
I am the director of structural hazards and response 
research, one of three research areas in FM Global’s 
research division, and I have 12 scientists in the group. 
They all have Ph.D.s and diverse backgrounds, from 
engineering to earth and atmospheric sciences. My job is 

to help coordinate the team’s efforts. They are very smart people; I lead the discussion about what the problems 
are and what is our best approach to help our clients.

In your opinion, has your academic background as a professor helped you in your current role at FM 
Global?
Yes, certainly. As a professor, I was concerned primarily with conducting research, and I get to do that here, as 
well. The main difference between academia and industry is that, in industry, one tends to be more practical; most 
of the time I know the problem that I want to solve and I go after it. My teaching experience helped me to hone my 
ability to simplify complicated problems.

Tell us about your group’s work with flood.
As part of our natural hazard strategy, we have an emphasis on flood research. We employ four scientists in the 
flood group and they are doing interesting and very challenging work. One of our goals is to develop flood models 
and maps. In the United States, we rely on the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA ) for flood maps, 
which can be outdated or inadequate. Internationally, some countries or regions don’t have maps or if they do, 
they are inconsistent. They differ from one region to another or from one country to another. This inconsistency is 
a big challenge for our engineers, because we want to have the same risk applied anywhere in the world. Our 
solution is to develop consistent maps and to give our engineers tools to personally analyze the risk in some 
areas, instead of relying only on third-party data.

This sounds similar to FM Global’s recent work in developing earthquake maps.
Yes, it is, but it is more challenging. There is much more established research with regard to earthquakes. For 
flood, we have concerns about the validity of existing local and global data. There are many factors to consider 
with flood—elevation, landscape, rainfall. So it is more challenging and more involved, but the ultimate objective is 
to develop flood maps similar to what we have done for the earthquake hazard.

How do you go about deciding which areas of the world to map first?
Mapping the whole world is a big challenge. We want to take advantage of what is available. In order to do this, 
we need to understand exactly what needs to be done and control the quality. We decided to start with a small 
area in Europe where we need maps and there is good information, so at least we know that we can look at our 
results and be comfortable that the methods we are using make sense. After that we are going to move to an area 
where we don’t have much information. This means we need to rely more on remote sensing and on satellites and 
our work with outside organizations.

Hosam Ali, a former professor and structural engineer and currently the director of structural hazards and 
response research, discusses his background, his group’s groundbreaking research, and the role science plays in 
the world of commercial property insurance.
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