Training, Tools, and Trimming
I have been retired now almost a year from the company I dearly love and worked for over 40 years.  As I sit and watch the economic news (bad) I have to stop and think what it is doing to utility companies everywhere. Capital construction is down, residential and commercial growth stopped.   I have seen the “tough economic” times with my former company as well as working with other companies over the years. When the earnings reports are “not so good”, when the company’s contracts reduce the amount of earnings or the regulatory agency doesn’t grant the “favorable rate increase”, companies tend to cut budgets in the areas that affect the companies earnings performance in the “short term” the least. The facts are, budgets are cut in areas that affect the workers the most, Operating and Maintenance (O&M).  This directly affects the three “T’s” listed above.  Significant impact on long term company costs and customer satisfaction result as budgets are reduced to lessen operating expenses. It is either employees or “things” that must be reduced in order to survive. I would like to share a word of caution with companies and their employees that are caught up in the decisions on how to reduce operating expenses and stay in business. Supervisors and managers sometimes know better, but are helpless and not involved in the decision making process. They are still responsible and accountable for their employee’s safety and wellness as well as production in a “less than perfect” work environment.
When training budgets are reduced or eliminated, companies put employees at a higher risk. The re-enforcement that training programs provide the employee affirms what has been taught and to hear information from a “third” party safety trainer or consultant is needed to sustain a safe work environment. OSHA requires initial and recurring safety training and that is not an option, or shouldn’t be. But, as we all know, companies can roll the dice on this and if “nothing happens”, no one gets injured, OSHA doesn’t come knocking on your door, and then everything is OK. What kind of message does this send to employees? Safety Observation programs, Safety Committees are the first “things” to go.  The perception of sacrificing employee safety training for budget reasons is perceived by employees as very negative. Also, one other point to mention here is when companies do spend money to provide third party instruction and training, please bring in “qualified credible” instructors and consultants.  An instructor or consultant that has never performed the work may not be effective even at a lower cost. I know in the electric utility industry, you really don’t want an instructor that has never worked on a crew or had your hand on a “hot” primary to try to instruct a class of journeymen linemen. They will have no credibility with them and they will eat his lunch.  In house instructors need to stay focused on basic safe work practices and identify unsafe acts in these lean times that may result as a compromise for the norm. I call this “Deviation of Normalization”. There may be many reasons including less budget  for this occurring, but, employees will always find a way “to get it done” even if they don’t have the correct tools to complete tasks properly in a manner which is expected.
When companies stop buying tools (or even repairing) but budget reasons and attempt to be “more efficient”, they saved money initially, but have increased costs in the long run. Employees will continue to use less than adequate tools that possibility increase your worker’s comp costs through employee injuries, reduce system reliability by improper adjusted tools or improper installation. Unfortunately tools wear out and fail over continuous use and replacement or repair is not an option. I have personally seen some companies that allowed their employees to perform tasks without basic PPE or cover equipment to protect the worker from injury because they “didn’t want to spend the money”. That is sad and also illegal. Once on storm duty, I was assigned as team leader to take a contract company out of state on an ice storm. I inventoried bucket trucks to found only 6 system safety grounds on 6 bucket trucks headed out on storm trouble. How can that be defined as “adequate”? What is worse, the same employees had been using the trucks and equipment on a routine basis. How? When Supervisors and managers don’t identify the hazards and correct safety performance, they endorsed the action.  I am sure that some companies don’t understand what it takes to protect employees in field and what the minimum requirements of the standard states, but the employees should. If you are not sure, seek consultation from those that know the rules and what a minimum requirement is.
Lastly,” Trimming”. When a company ceases to provide line clearing and vegetation control, customers and employees suffer. Most OSHA recordable accidents on storms are “Slips and Falls” that occur on a right of way.  Most utility companies I am familiar with have a 4-5 year cycle on line clearing.  When the O&M budget is cut, the cycles are extended or skipped, the line clearing crews are reduce or eliminated if they are contract crews. Most companies today contract out this type work.  System Operation is not affected for the first two years or so, very much. After that, vegetation and trees grow into primaries; breaker operations increase, outages increase, and customer satisfaction decreases, employees are frustrated. Then along come the “big one” either an ice storm or hurricane and that is when it takes two to three times longer to repair the system because the crews can hardly find the right of ways where pole lines are at. There are more injuries, less customer satisfaction, and increased cost to repair. The cost is in a different category now. Rather than spend the O&M annually as should, companies again gamble that they save short term and charge off later. Supervisors and mangers realize this and should plan and prepare employees for longer restoration times and greater hazards on future storms. I don’t see it getting any better any time soon.
Understanding the “why” helps deal with the present. Supervisors and managers will know what to expect and plan for lean times in the future at the present.  Companies will always have to face budget problems. Employees will always have to live and work within the budgets. Preparing for those days and know what to expect will help.
