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Supporting Small Business

A specialised service has been set up within the Department of Labour to help small and medium-sized businesses

improve their workplace practices.

Workplace SBS (small business
support) has been operating in
Auckland since mid-October, and the
service is expected to be extended

to three other locations by early next
year.

Workplace SBS can help small and
medium businesses become more
productive through good workplace
practices, says establishment manager
Gordon Barlow.

Small or medium enterprises (SMEs)
with fewer than 20 staff account

for 97 percent of New Zealand
businesses, employ 43 percent of
employees, and produce 39 percent
of all goods and services.

“The small business sector has special
needs for help with workplace
issues,” says Gordon.

“Unlike larger companies, small

businesses don’t have specialist staff
like human resources or health and
safety managers.

“They want government services to
be delivered in a way that is helpful,
easy to access and tailored to their
needs.”

Workplace SBS advisers offer
information and guidance on

health and safety and employment
relations, and help small and medium
businesses access the resources of
other government agencies like ACC.

Gordon emphasises that Workplace
SBS has no enforcement powers or
duties.

“We're not out there as a thinly-
veiled enforcement arm of the
Department of Labour. We're about
providing advice and assistance to
SMEs so they can better manage their

businesses.

“Much of our initial effort has

been establishing and building
relationships with umbrella
organisations and people who are key
influencers with networks into SMEs.”

He said that field advisers being
recruited for Workplace SBS are
“good communicators, with an

understanding of small business
needs and a ‘can do’ approach.

“The 10 field advisers working in
Auckland come from a mixture

of private and public sector
backgrounds. We have people from
the private sector with experience in
running or advising SMEs, and others
with backgrounds in the Department
of Labour with knowledge and
experience in employment relations,
immigration and health and safety.”
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Workplace Productivity Challenge

Workplace productivity is about helping your business do better by working smarter.

The Workplace Productivity Working
Group, representing businesses,
unions and government, talked to
people in industry, business and
unions to find out what's already
working for firms.

They found that simple, practical
ideas like organising work more
efficiently, getting the right tools
and technology, and investing in
workplace training were helping
small and large businesses to boost
productivity.

One of the main points revealed by
the research was the importance of
staff input. Asking employees how
they think things could be improved,
and using their ideas, can have a real
impact on output and efficiency.

The working group report and
recommendations to government was
launched 30 November. It covers
the practical ideas and solutions
even small businesses can use to
boost productivity, and is available

on the Department of Labour website
(www.dol.govt.nz); Worksite PaeMahi
(www.worksite.govt.nz) and Biz
(www.biz.org.nz).

A video showcasing what’s worked
for different companies has been put
together to give businesses ideas on
how they can continue to improve

their productivity. It will be available
in the very near future through
business and union networks.

Work is also about to start on
developing productivity tools
businesses can use to measure their
performance and identify where
improvements can be made.

Mission electrical

Nick Chandler heads to London in early December on a mission to bring skilled electricians to New Zealand.

The Auckland-based electrical
industry trainer has been working
with immigration staff in London and
New Zealand to make it easier for
potential electrician migrants to gain
the qualifications they need to work
here.

The two countries’ trade
qualifications systems are similar, but
some specialised additional training
is required before New Zealand
registration can be given.

The catch has been that British
electricians needed to come to
New Zealand for the training and
could not apply for registration

— or residency — from the United
Kingdom.

The solution has been for Nick, a
registered electrical inspector with
more than 30 years experience in
the New Zealand industry, to run the
necessary courses in London.

Twenty-five electricians attended the
first series of courses (pictured) in
June and July, and “quite a few” of
them have immigrated and are now
working in New Zealand.

Up to 80 British electricians have
expressed interest in the courses Nick
is running in early December.

He says that demand for electricians
in New Zealand is “colossal”.

“The electrical industry is suffering
from a lack of good experienced
tradesmen.

“A lot of New Zealand apprentices
are being put through, but it is not
satisfying demand.

“As well as the requirement for
electricians, in Auckland alone they
are 200 line mechanics short for the
needs of the distribution industry.”

Nick says the London-based training
has been of real benefit to skilled
electricians considering immigrating
to New Zealand.

“You could imagine the airfare for
each of them to come here for one
day’s training.”

He says immigration staff in London
“have been fantastic in supplying a
venue, which has saved a fortune in
the organisation and the cost to the
electricians”.
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Enhancing the Skilled Migrant Category

Changes to the Skilled Migrant Category which come into effect this month will make the system more flexible
and responsive to employers’ needs at a time when labour and skills shortages are increasing, says Immigration and

Labour Minister Paul Swain.

Although upskilling New Zealanders
to allow them to fill the labour and
skills gaps will always be the top
priority, “our immigration policy also
provides us with some of the workers
and skills that the economy needs.

“Skilled migrants have always had

a positive impact on the economy,

and we are putting in a lot of effort
overseas to target people we need

here.”

The Skilled Migrant Category (SMC)
which was introduced at the end of
2003, targets skilled migrants who
can meet identified labour market
needs and growth opportunities in
New Zealand.

The SMC is starting to deliver results,
said Mr Swain, but the government
recognises that more needs to be
done. Enhancements to the category,
which come into effect this month,
include:

® Increasing the level of points
allocated to qualifications, work
experience and skilled employment
in areas of absolute skill shortages.
At present these include automotive
mechanics, radiologists, electricians
and speech therapists.

® Clarifying the definition of
skilled employment to recognise
an individual’s expertise. A wider
range of skills and occupations will
be included, such as electroplaters,
drainlayers, and police and
corrections officers.

@ Clarifying the ability to grant
permanent residence upfront if an
applicant doesn’t have a job offer
but has the potential to contribute
and settle. Prior to the change, this
could only be done in exceptional
circumstances. The change means
that skilled applicants can, if they are
assessed as being highly employable,
be granted permanent residence
without an offer of employment.

This will include people with
qualifications or work experience

in areas of absolute skill shortage

or future growth, such as nurses,

teachers, and workers in information
and communications technology.

® Recognising a broader range

of qualifications in the trade area
where they meet industry needs.
The Department of Labour has
been working with various Industry
Training Organisations to identify
level three qualifications that meet
New Zealand industry standards.
These are being compiled based
on an individual’s ability to work
autonomously in that industry while
holding a level three qualification,
and include such trades as roofers,
power boat technicians and
electrical service technicians. The
list of acceptable trades is also being
expanded to recognise a broader
range of level four qualifications
where they also meet industry
requirements and the individual is
able to work autonomously. These

include plastics engineers, small
goods (meat) manufacturing and
petrochemical industry workers.

Mr Swain said that in order to make
sure the enhancements are effective,
an onshore and offshore recruitment
campaign is being boosted and a
major staff training programme is
underway.

In addition to overseas marketing
campaigns aimed at the United
Kingdom and United States,
Department of Labour staff will be
targeting people with skills New
Zealand needs who are already in

the country on work permits or have
recently graduated after studying here.

For more information on the
Skilled Migrant Category, phone
0508 558 885 or visit the website:
www.immigration.govt.nz
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Changes to paid parental leave

Legislation passed in November expanded the provisions of the paid
parental leave scheme introduced in 2002.

Key changes are:

@ a progressive increase in the
duration of payments from 12 to 14
weeks by T December 2005

® a new entitlement to paid leave
where mothers have worked for
the same employer for an average
of at least 10 hours a week for the
six months preceding the birth or
adoption of a child (down from 12
months)

@ a new entitlement to one week’s
unpaid partner’s/paternity leave

for partners who have worked for
the same employer for an average
of at least 10 hours a week for the
six months preceding the birth or

adoption of a child.

Independent research commissioned
by the Department of Labour shows
that the scheme’s impact on business
has been predominantly positive or
neutral.

The law change applies to eligible
parents taking leave from their jobs
to care for babies due or born or
adopted from 1 December 2004.

For more information, including

an online calculator to work out
individual entitlements to paid
parental leave, visit www.ers.dol.
govt.nz, or phone the Department of
Labour, freephone 0800 800 863.

Win-win arrangement

A television documentary about
the difficulties some migrants face
entering the workforce has led to
jobs for two refugees from Burundi.

Janette Heath, human resources
manager for the national meter
reading company DataColNZ, saw
the documentary “about migrants
who weren't getting the chance to
show themselves in the workforce”.

Janette was having problems finding
people to read electricity and gas
meters in Auckland, so she contacted
RMS Refugee Resettlement. As a
result, two men from Burundi have
been employed as meter readers, with
at least one more beginning training
in late November.

The arrangement has been a win-win,
says Janette. “We were looking for

people motivated to work, and these
men were wanting to work. In their
culture it is considered extremely
shameful for men not to work. They
are lovely guys. They’ll do everything
and anything. It has been a pleasure
seeing them come into the office.”

Pictured: Burundi refugee Justin
Nahayo, who is contracting full-time
as a meter reader for DataCoINZ.
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Ensuring
fairness for
employers

and employees

The Holidays Amendment Act
2004 came into force on Labour
Day this year. It ensures fairness
to employers and employees by
enhancing employers’ ability to
seek proof of sickness or injury in
relation to sick leave, and paying
an employee time and a half for
a public holiday.

The Holidays Act 2003 already
allowed an employer to require
an employee to produce proof
of illness or injury where the
sickness lasted three or more
consecutive calendar days.

Under the amended Act an
employer can request proof
of illness or injury (such as a
medical certificate) from an
employee within the three
consecutive calendar days if:

@ the employer has reasonable
grounds to suspect that the leave
is not genuine

® the employer informs the

employee of the requirement
to provide the proof as soon

as possible after forming the

suspicion, and

® the employer agrees to meet
the employee’s reasonable
expenses in obtaining the proof.

For further information on
these changes, and on this
year’s Christmas and New
Year holidays, freephone 0800
800 863 or visit the website:
www.ers.dol.govt.nz
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