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ACE skills shortage cop-out

Recruitment is only one part of the process
—more needs to be done across the board
to address the industry’s the skills shortage

Engineering employers are
facing a serious and grow-
ing skills shortage, according
to the leaked conclusions of
the ACE’s recruitment probe
shown to me by NCE.

But the ACE does the pro-
fession a disservice by not
exploring fully some of the
most promising long-term
solutions. It also uses the
recruitment industry as a
scapegoat, instead of look-
ing holistically at the entire
recruitment process.

To meet UK employers’
immediate needs, the ACE is
right to use the review to lobby
to expand the list of ‘short-
age’ engineering disciplines at
Work Permits UK. This should,
however, only be viewed as a
sticking plaster solution and is
not one that British engineers
will necessarily welcome. The
ACE is also right to encourage
retention of hard-won staff as a
crucial part of individual firms’
HR strategies.

To meet employers’ longer-
term needs, however, greater
emphasis should have been
placed by the ACE on industry
and government encourage-
ment of a new generation of
engineers; blame for high job
vacancy rates across all fields
can be squarely attributed to
demographic factors underly-
ing the shortage.

We lost a high percentage
of potential engineers to the
IT sector in the 1990’s and our
baby boomers are retiring. The
Royal Academy of Engineering
and the Engineering and
Technology Board makes this
abundantly clear this week,
stating that 50% of our current
power engineers will retire in
the next 20 years.

Hand-in-hand with this
solution, all interested par-
ties should address the lack of

women in the profession by
changing the perception

of engineering as a male-
dominated environment. It is
also vital that the various fields
support more cross-training.
Transferable skills are rarely
utilised in practice, even if the
idea is supported in theory.

The call for a recruitment
agency charter is understand-
able, but the inference that
agencies are largely to blame
for hiring difficulties is a little
convenient. The reaction
of most recruitment compa-
nies will be to politely call
for a degree of reciprocity
from hiring companies.

Where a commodity is in
short supply, buying behaviour
needs to adapt to recognise the
shortage. Employers that look
to squeeze agency rates and
take a long time to make deci-
sions might not be able to staff
projects adequately. The rest
will enjoy better relations with
the agencies that support them
while the most forward look-
ing have elevated recruitment
to a strategic priority. That
said, there are a number of less
respectable staffing organisa-
tions that need to raise their
game for everyone’s benefit.

The other major proposal
for a recruitment portal is a
strong idea, but not a new
one. The private sector is
close to realising this goal
so partnering to refine an
existing system would be
more productive.

Overall, the ACE is doing an
important job but would best
serve its members by think-
ing longer term and by being
equally as rigorous in analys-
ing practices at some of the less
forward-thinking employers.

® Tobias Read is CEO at engineer-
ing staffing specialist EPCglobal
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