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Clipping the ticket

Have you ever thought about organisations that are “clipping the ticket” on the back of our industry, you know the organisations that have put in extra layers of bureaucracy that we pay for or have introduced so called needs that we pay for. 

We hear another organisation the “supports” us could be in strife.  The Federation is starting to look at these organisations to see what value they are adding and who they are answerable to.  It seems we pay for a lot but have very little say. Send us your thoughts.

Even if you fall flat on your face are you still going forward?
Two weeks ago the Minister Maurice Williamson made two comments that seem to have hit a nerve with some of the readers:
“First of all, I start from the fact that the whole issue of the Plumbers, Gasfitters, and Drainlayers Board has been quite shambolic for a long period of time” 

 “But the good news is that, under the chairmanship of Hazel Armstrong and the board of recent times, it is getting its act together.”
There was no argument from anyone with regard to the first comment and it’s something everyone in the industry has known for the last decade, so why hasn’t the Minister done anything about it?  Things don’t change if you keep doing the same thing and keep appointing the same types of people.
The second comment is very debatable and we would ask what part of their “act they have got together?” There is still no legality in what they do, there is still no respect in the industry for them, heavy handed tactics are still one of their compliance techniques and the industry takes second place to them trying to look good and survive.

You would think a Board like this with its unique structure and establishment would want to lead - not push.   We would have thought the new Board members and Board staff would want to change the trends of the past and make changes for the good of all.
In a lot of ways it’s about leadership. Have you ever tried moving a horse? If you push it from behind you will get a kick for your trouble and will end up in a heap on the ground with extremely sore parts.  If you lead it you have no problems because it knows what you want to do.  
The Boards over the last decade have taken advantage of the fact that they are a consumer protection organisation funded by the industry which, although true, doesn’t mean they can’t also lead or work in partnership with the industry. Heavy handed enforcement needs to stop and reasoned education needs to start.
The Board is rapidly approaching a situation where they are another IRD type organisation that is recognised as a necessary evil and is despised. The type of organisation that only approaches you when they are trying to prosecute you or want more from you!

In saying that though, there was a meeting held on Tuesday to discuss the future of Continued Professional Development with members of industry and Board staff.  As we already knew, the direction everyone wanted to go was the same, but the methods of getting there were different.

This meeting is only the first step, and wider industry will be asked to comment and make suggestions soon.
A number of suggestions were put forward, but as is becoming the catch phrase “it will all take time”.  Remember the old saying “time is money” well that’s exactly what it is to us. As people are taking time sorting out the problems they created, or their predecessors, it’s costing us as an industry time and money.

It looks like a good workable solution may be found but the proof will be if the Board has listened and are willing to admit mistakes of the past and work towards a better future, and if industry take the opportunity when offered to ensure they comment and feedback suggestions.  We are not always good at this – but we must become better.
We realise there is a lot to be done but must also say that if it had been done right in the first instance we wouldn’t be redoing it now. Listening to the industry may have helped a lot and it certainly would now. 
The Cut Off
Maurice Williamson is stooping to a new low with his responses to people. Look at this one:

“The problems are not simple and therefore there is no simple fix. It will take time for the Board to fully implement the expectations of the output agreement. Please be assured I will continue to monitor the Board’s progress and will take all steps available to me to enhance its performance.

Despite continued correspondence, it is clear that we cannot come to an understanding. I propose we do not correspond again on this matter”

One response from the Board recently was:
Thank you for your email. I consider your request to be vexatious and do not intend to use valuable staff time responding to it. I am sure that you will agree that staff time can be used more productively on progressing the Board’s various process improvement projects for the benefit of the sector.

It’s very much becoming a case that if they don’t have logical answers they try to shut you down by not talking to you. 
If we tried that in business then we wouldn’t have many customers. Maybe some customer service upskilling is required.

 PGDB Info Brief
Hayley Meehan the Board’s new Communications Advisor has produced anther good edition of the Boards “Info Brief”.  Well worth the read at www.pgdb.co.nz

We noted the comment from Hazel Armstrong:
“The increase in the number of candidates 

passing the Board’s examinations last year is 

now translating to an increase in the number of 

applicants seeking Board registration this year. 

And this increase seems set to continue this 

year with 680 people enrolled to sit the Board’s 

examinations in June, up from the expected 350 

people. 

With increasing numbers of people entering the 

trade, the industry will be in a good position to address the predicted construction bubble caused by the Christchurch earthquake, the leaky homes enquiry and the anticipated economic recovery”.
The increase in numbers passing exams is good but long overdue. What we do wonder about is the correlation of people applying to sit exams and an increase in people entering the trade. 

We think it is more likely the increase in people sitting the exams is due to people who are re-sitting their papers after previous attempts. We would love to be corrected on this so perhaps the Board could do the number crunching for their next edition and let us know if we have in fact had an increase in numbers of people entering the industry. 

Every action has a consequence
The Government and others decided to play the system and do it their way but did they really understand the consequences?  

Did they consider the cost to the industry? 
We all know we will be spending in excess of ten million dollars for training and two million dollars for discipline levies but did they care? - Not at all. They had their agendas and stuck with them.
Perhaps one point they did miss when they got in a huff was that when voting against the disallowance of the motions to dismiss they took away the Board’s legislative protection and left the Board susceptible to legal action. 

So in effect the Board is in a worse situation than before and the ironic thing is the Government’s actions and the findings of the Regulations Review Committee add weight to the Federation’s legal argument.    
We will be working on these issues to find a way through so we can get on with advancing the industry.

Discipline

Nearly every time we speak with people we get asked about discipline and why it seems the Board’s focus is on prosecuting tradespeople. 
The enforcement imposed by the Board is less that perfect and certainly needs some work on the processes and procedures but unfortunately some of those are written into the legislation.
This is one of those issues that needs to be looked at closely for legislative change, but at the end of the day people need to stay legal.  In some ways we are our own worst enemies trying to play the system and operating outside the boundaries set by the legislation.

The Federation’s view is simple - get legal or get out! Getting legal and staying legal is the preference as a lot of people out there have put in a lot of time and effort getting to where they are now so why stop.

Illegal activity in the industry is costing all of us. One thing we will say though is that you should not feel intimidated if you feel you have acted legally and are being prosecuted wrongly. Do not plead guilty if you aren’t.  

Here’s some food for thought - if the balance of discipline, registration, education and progression of the industry can’t be found then perhaps the Board should be given the role of enforcement and the remainder be privatised. Give it some thought.
 Snow White & the Gas Explosion

	The seven dwarfs always left to go work in the gas refinery early each morning. As always, Snow White stayed home doing her domestic chores.

As lunchtime approached she would prepare their lunch and carry it to the refinery. One day as she arrived at the refinery with the lunch she saw that there had been a terrible gas explosion.  
Tearfully, and fearing the worst, Snow White began calling out, hoping against hope that the dwarfs had somehow survived. 'Hello!....Hello!' she shouted. 'Can anyone hear me? Hello!

For a long while, there was no answer. Losing hope, Snow White again shouted, 'Hello! Is anyone down there?'

Just as she was about to give up all hope, she heard a faint voice from deep within the refinery, singing.....
 

'Vote for Maurice Williamson. Vote for Maurice Williamson!

 

Snow White fell to her knees, crossed herself and prayed, 'Oh, thank you God! At least Dopey is still alive!'




ITO

Last week we heard about a few ITO’s that had to pay a substantial amount of money back to the Government and in last weeks Fellow Practitioner we asked if the PGDRITO was involved.  We haven’t heard anything so we can only presume no news is good news.

Hopefully the increase in fees hasn’t been imposed to cover the repayments.  We’ll keep an eye on this one.

Skills drain not a pipe dream

A few people on our hard copy list have asked for the Pat Booth article which was in the paper a few weeks ago. (Pat Booth writes a weekly column for Suburban Newspapers.)

PAT BOOTH OPINION: Wal Gordon is a battler for things he believes in. The evidence: A photo of himself perched on a lavatory pan near the steps of Parliament. A dominating statue of Dick Seddon gave him a hard look for the three days he sat like that last June with wife Jeen giving him moral support. 

He was drawing attention to what he sees as the plight of his industry. Later he and a few others created the Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainlayers Federation, an incorporated society which now has 700 members. 

A determined Wal Gordon, who trained as an apprentice 35 years ago and has run his own plumbing and drainage business for 10 years in Upper Hutt, sees apprenticeships as vital for the community. He predicts that unless the present trends change, various trades like his will be in real trouble – and so will the public – within five years. I'm not sure that he'll take his loo to Wellington again but he and the federation consistently put the issue on the line. 

Wal is their spokesman on what they see as vital needs – to ensure the plumbing, gasfitting and drainlaying industry gets fairness and equality in legislation imposed on the industry. And that the public like you gets the high skill standards needed in those trades. Like many others, he's not confident those standards are being met now – or will be in the near future. He says some apprentices are coming out of their time without the skills required. 

To practise what they preach, the federation survives on donations from its members whose numbers are rapidly increasing. It's open to anyone in the industry, including apprentices, and membership is free. 

Apprentice training and exams – that's where the protection of the public starts. Yet on Wal's evidence and experience it's the part of the industry most in need. And if the apprentice numbers are not kept up we will be looking at that feared skills shortage within five years. 

Like most things in life – more so than ever these days – money is at the heart of the problem. A recent fee increase by the Industry Training Board is certainly not going to attract the number of apprentices needed. Apprentices must pay prohibitive fees – nearly $8800 upfront or pay as they learn. 

Just to register takes probably close to two weeks' take-home pay and there's continued professional development training of around 24 hours per year which must also be attended. Plus travel and accommodation at course time. And it doesn't end when the apprentice has done his or her 8000 hours in training – usually over four years. 
That's when they must pay $500 per licence to register – in most cases they need two licences, like plumbing and drainlaying, plus a discipline fee of $266, which is a sort of guarantee that they'll toe the line.  Some bosses pay the fees, others don't – and the money comes from parents or a loan. 

Wal believes huge problems with the training stem from skills taught at school. He feels there's an over-concentration on theory. Practical learners don't get stimulated and leave school with little knowledge to prepare them for work in a practical industry. 

As an added complication, last year's new Plumbers Gasfitters and Drainlayers Act was passed with some of the necessary small print not defined – like set basic standards of competency in, say, welding plumbing joints. 

The Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainlayers Board – the body which dictates the syllabus – is now developing new "competencies".  Hazel Armstrong, the chairwoman of that board, acknowledged an error when she told a Regulations Review Committee hearing: "The board has recognised, I think, that the competencies are not fit for the purpose as far as the principles of the act, as well as the definitions of sanitary plumbing, gasfitting and drainlaying – that is why it is now consulting." 

In the meantime, apprentices and their bosses are working to transitional competency standards set without consultation which could last to perhaps the end of this year when the new and essential permanent small print is set. Federation members feel all competencies, standards and course content should have been sorted out with consultation before the new act, not after. The federation believes this has impacted on the standard of apprentices training. 

Net result: The federation believes the board is years behind where it should be. The industry is now stuck with transitional arrangements – and it's the apprentices who suffer. So it's fewer apprentices but with pre-trade courses – which vary from three to 12 months – producing more young people with only limited skills who find it hard to get jobs.  That leaves them disenchanted and despondent when they can't get work they expected. And with the industry still lacking skilled hands. 

Qualified people get a lot of satisfaction from training apprentices.  But the compliance costs of perhaps paying initial fees, helping with course costs and paying wages while apprentices are off the site, can add up to thousands of dollars a year in times which are hard for everyone. The federation believes apprentice training and exams are where the protection of the public starts and yet it is the most wanting part of the industry and some apprentices are coming out without the skills required. 

Wal says there's nothing an employer would like more than spending time training an apprentice. That's why they employ them. He says training should go back to the days when an apprentice attended courses to pick up on the range of skills and knowledge his employer can't supply him with. Not all firms do all jobs. 

"We need to provide our apprentices with multi-skills relevant to the industry, not just a narrow focus.”We need to recognise that and give them the training they deserve. "The levels of training should be addressed so employers can know what their apprentice has been trained to." 

Wal asks and answers a highly apt question: "Have you ever looked at what apprentice means? `Learner of a craft', that's what – not learner of parts of a craft, not a learner of bureaucracy, but a learner of a craft. We need to recognise that and give them the training they deserve." Wal – getting down to business for the apprentices. 

To contact Pat Booth email offpat@snl.co.nz or write care of this website. 

Some feedback after the article was printed
Simon   #4   11:12 am Apr 18 2011 

I have been in the industry for 25 years and have seen many changes, predominantly negative, Wal Gordon is doing all trades men a favour by challenging issues in the industry and refusing to be `pushed around`, he deserves all the support he gets. I have yet to meet any plumber, gasfitter or drainlayer who were happy with the way the current PGBD are running the industry with their questionable bureaucratic methods. The PGD Boards lack of sound principles is already becoming their undoing which is reflected in the numbers of licensed tradesmen reducing year after year as the disillusioned leave the industry. If the PGDB had any genuine interest for the industry they could do us all a favour and save time by inviting Mr Gordon to point them in the right direction. I`m sure lots of us in the industry have seen boards come and go with bewildering frequency, showing little or no improvement over their predecessors thus never overcoming fundamental flaws in the system. Sorry to be negative but you tend to become a product of the environment you’re in. Simon. 

John   #3   07:05 pm Apr 17 2011 

Hi, I used to work for an employer in Timaru who won an award from the master plumbers, but when I was there the apprentices were sent out on their own without any supervision, the ratio for tradesmen and apprentices were about 4 to one, there is no way that those boys were getting the training that they needed, but the boss was still charging them out at about $50 an hour, and yet he won an award, cheers
Poor Apprentice   #2   05:23 pm Apr 16 2011 

Thank goodness for Wal Gordon fighting for some common sense in the Industry. I have to pay $1560 for my first licence to be a plumber gas fitter for one year That's a months pay for an apprentice. The plumbers gasfitter & drainlayers board are out of control and out of touch. I know of other apprentices that have walked away from the trade. The industry is truly in crisis.
Drainlayers Wife   #1   11:44 am Apr 16 2011 

The Plumbers Gasfitter and Drainlayers Board won't be satisfied until they have completely broken all the Tradespeople in this Country. The Government can't see what is happening and sadly all the Good Tradespeople are leaving to go overseas or are changing Trades. John Key asked a Simple Question " How do we stop Good Hardworking Kiwis from leaving NZ" Simple Mr Key stop screwing them over every opportunity you get, and Mr Key I do not appreciate the PGDB having a Xmas Holiday for their families and themselves on my Hard earned Money... I can't afford a Holiday for myself let alone my Family.

Join the Federation

Get on the contact list by contacting Wal Gordon 
Email:  

wal.gordon@xtra.co.nz
Telephone:  
(04) 527 7977,  
Post:

PGD Federation



3 Jupiter Grove

Trentham

Upper Hutt 5019

The Final Word

It’s a good idea to begin at the bottom in everything except learning to swim.
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