Engineering company investsin industry’sfuture

A Tees Valley engineering company has struck fresh blows against the acute skills shortage
facing its industry.

K Home International Limited (KHI), of Thornaby, has recruited two apprentices — bringing its
current complement of prospective engineers to seven.

Eighteen year old Ashleigh Reid, from Guisborough, and Tom Midgley, 17, from Long Newton,
near Stockton have just started a four-year modern apprenticeship.

Yesterday, they were offered a glimpse of what the future might hold for them when they were
welcomed to the company by Gary Conroy, who was based at KHI as an ICI apprentice in
1987, and is now boss of one of Teesside’s biggest chemical manufacturing plants.

At the end of their apprenticeships, Ashleigh and Tom will be qualified draughtspersons, with
an HNC in engineering and well on the way to becoming fully-qualified engineers — a highly-
prized, if scarce, commodity in modern-day industry.

Their appointments mean KHI has engaged 37 apprentices in the past 18 years, no mean feat
for a medium-sized company working in a cyclic industry.

But director Peter Kay says this only scratches the surface of a widespread skills shortage.

“There is a general shortage of engineers and designers, not just in the North-East but across
the UK,” he says. “This is mainly due to the demise of apprenticeship programmes at major
employers in the area and the short-sightedness of others in failing to fill the void created by
the loss of these corporations.”

In the 1970s and early 1980s, Teesside’s process industries produced scores of engineering
apprentices every year — helping to establish Teesside as a worldwide centre of engineering
excellence. However, the break-up of ICI and British Steel and the loss of engineering giants
such as Davy McKee, triggered a massive de-investment in apprenticeships in the late-1980s.

Around this time, KHI was one of a group of North-East companies who recognised the
looming skills gap and became a founding member of the Tees Valley Engineering
Partnership, which was established in the early 1990s to encourage companies to train — and
to promote engineering as an attractive career option.

Says Mr Kay: “We face the same challenges today. Engineering is not seen as an attractive
vocation because it is academically challenging and there is a lack of understanding of what
an engineer does. Sadly, a common image of an engineer is Phil Mitchell in EastEnders.”

KHI is a multi-disciplined engineering company and exports its expertise in engineering design
and project management all over the world, notably in Europe, Dubai, Bahrain, Trinidad,
Malaysia, Iran, Egypt and New Zealand.

Andrew Hannaway, 36, spent 7% career-shaping years in Dubai with KHI after completing an
apprenticeship with the company after his A-levels.

He says: “l suppose the immediate appeal of apprenticeships over higher education is that
you earn as you learn. As an indentured apprentice, you can establish the roots of your career
both within the company and within the engineering industry.”



In June, Andrew gained a first-class Honours degree in mechanical engineering. He has
since returned to his job as a engineer in Thornaby.

He adds: “Friends finishing their degrees at the same time as me now face up to two years
learning a job before they are genuinely an asset to their employer.”

Scott Boyes, another former apprentice, was supported by KHI to gain a degree in chemical
engineering from Strathclyde University through a distance-learning scheme while continuing
to work full-time.

KHI's four-year apprenticeship begins with a one-year foundation course at the Stockton
centre of training partner NETA, followed by three years on-the-job in KHI's Thornaby drawing
office or on sites.

The latest graduate of the KHI apprenticeship scheme, Chris Clarke, who successfully
completed his training in August, is now working for KHI on a £6.2m construction project in
Dubai for a year.

In 1987, Mr Conroy was seconded to the drawing office at KHI and, while strictly speaking an
ICI apprentice, featured on the cover of the engineering firm’s company brochure using its first
computer-aided design technology. Nearly 30 years on, he is site manager at Advansa’'s
Wilton plant.

He says: “An apprenticeship is a great opportunity to get a flavour of what engineering is all
about. It provides a structured training and development programme, teaches you the
fundamentals of the profession and also exposes you to different employers and work
environments.

“At Advansa, | recruit and sponsor a lot of apprentices because | believe in the value of good
quality training and recognise that companies who neglect to invest in the next generation of
engineers will, in five to ten years, pay a heavy price.”

KHI's apprenticeship programme represents an investment by the company of about
£100,000 a year.

Adds Mr Kay: “Hopefully, our return for that investment are individuals equipped not only with
the engineering skills this company needs, but who are also well-versed in the company’s
work practices and quality ethos — and, to put it bluntly, are an asset we can sell to our
customers.”

For further information contact Peter Kay at KHI on 01642 765421
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