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Sawfilers - Training Niche Profile

I ntroduction

This report looks into the demand for sawfilersin northern Alberta and at the need for alocal
classroom training site. Most sawmillsin northern Alberta have difficulty finding the sawfilers
that they need. Part of the problem may be that the only institution in western Canada providing
classroom training for sawfilersis the British Columbia Institute of Technology (BCIT) in
Burnaby. This makes it expensive for apprentices from northern Albertato obtain their training.
While many people see a need to have sawfiler training delivered in northern Alberta, it remains
guestionable whether the actual demand would justify the cost of developing a new training
facility.

Methods

Thisreport is based primarily on a series of interviews with employers of sawfilersin the forest
industry in Northern Alberta. Other contacts include personnel with Apprenticeship and Industry
Training and the British Columbia Institute of Technology. Written sources include Advanced
Education and Career Development’ s Occupational Profiles and “Update: Apprenticeship News’
from the Apprenticeship and Industry Training Board.

Job Description

Sawfilers play important roles in sawmills and other forestry operations, keeping saws and knives
well maintained. They “repair, set and sharpen band saw, chain saw, handsaw, circular saw and
other types of saw blades.” Sawfilers may also work with other tradespeople to align saws. The
use of high tech equipment such as computers and lasersis common in thisfield. (AECD
Occupational Profiles)

Training Requirements
Formal training for sawfilersis provided through an apprenticeship program. Thisis a four-year
program with four weeks out of each year being classroom training. All Alberta apprentices

currently do their classroom training at the BCIT in Burnaby.

Many sawfilersin northern Alberta have been trained on the job, without any classroom
instruction or other formal sawfiling training.



Training L ocation

Apprenticeship and Industry Training feel that it is more cost-effective to train Albertansat BCIT
than to establish atraining centre here. BCIT has a million-dollar-plus facility and a solid
reputation within the industry. One contact reported that their apprentices have returned “in awe”
of thefacilitiesat BCIT.

Not everyone agrees on the effect of having apprenticeship training take place so far away. The
smaller mills contacted in this study are more likely to suggest that the location of the classroom
training is afactor in the short supply of sawfilersin the region. The expense of travelling to, and
living in, the lower mainland is one deterrent for local employees. The distance from homeis also
a problem for many workers who may have families or other responsibilities such as farms which
prevent them from being away from home for amonth at atime. In contrast to this view, one
contact from alarger mill pointed out that some apprentices welcome the chance to go to the
Vancouver areafor amonth each year.

Training Demand
. According to Dennis Reid, Head of Saw Trades at BCIT, his institution sees about 150

sawfiler apprenticesin one year. In 1997-98, approximately 30 of those were from
Alberta. These figures are totals for all four years of the program.

. The Apprenticeships and Industry Training Board has atotal of eleven northern Albertans
currently registered as sawfiler apprentices (all four years).

. Contrary to some reports, BCIT does not have long waiting lists to get into their program.
Thereisawaiting list for third year apprentices but not for other years.

. Many of those working as sawfilers without any formal training would likely enter an

apprenticeship program if the classroom component were available within Alberta.

Employment Demand Outlook

. According to AECD’ s Occupational Profiles the outlook for employment in thisfield in
Albertais*above average”.

. The northern mills contacted for this survey expect the number of sawfilers that they
employ to remain steady or grow slightly over the next two or three years.

. The rate of employee turnover in this occupation islow. Many of those interviewed
reported having had employees stay for 10 to 20 years.

. One of the stronger growth areas over the next few years may be Oriented Strandboard

(OSB) mills. The OSB mills contacted do not currently have sawfilers on staff but they
see aneed for them in the future as they expand and or increase the intricacy of their
operations.

. Sawfilers are among the most difficult of tradespeople to recruit. Most of those who have
had to hire sawfilersin the past few years state that it is extremely difficult to find
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qualified applicants. One mill just hired ajourneyman sawfiler after a year of recruiting.
Another mill recently hired someone who was not qualified but who was willing to learn
on the job. The mill needed someone and could not wait until ajourneyman applied.

. It should be noted that not all employers have had, or anticipate having, difficulty hiring
sawfilers. One employer pointed out that the recent downturn in the BC forest industry has
led to layoffs there, making more sawfilers available to Alberta companies.

Summary

Having atraining facility in northern Alberta would almost certainly lead to an increasein the
number of sawfiler apprenticesin Albertaover the current 30 or so. A large part of that growth
would come from the North. The exact magnitude of that growth is difficult to gauge, though the
total figure would not likely reach beyond 50.

At current demand levels, industries in Albertawould absorb the increased supply of sawfilers,
apprentice and journeyman, that alocal training program would provide. Thisisavolatile
industry though, and future demand levels are difficult to predict. For example, further lay-offsin
British Columbia could change the supply/demand balance in Alberta.

The viability of a sawfiler program in northern Alberta would depend upon the support of local
industries. Any saw trades program in Albertawould have to match the standards established by
BCIT. Building equivalent facilities would cost over $1 million. A second, less expensive, option
would beto ask local forest companies to alow the use of their facilities for training purposes.
Those contacts who were asked about this said that their companies would probably offer

material support to a sawfiler training centre but in most cases, any commitment to this would
have to come from higher up in their companies.
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Contacts

Harvey Blais, Buchanan Lumber, 523-4544

Canadian Forest Products, Hines Creek, 494-4000

Stella Carson, Apprenticeships and Industry Training Board, 422-0759

Barry Connolly, Area Manager, Tolko Industries Ltd., 523-2101

Mac Gavin, Blue Ridge Lumber, 648-6200

Rob LaFontaine, HR Coordinator, DMI Peace River Pulp, 624-7309

Bill Mitchell, General Manager, Boucher Bros. Lumber, 322-3945

Norman Parent, HR Manager, Weyerhaeuser Canada Slave Lake Sturdi-Wood Mill, 849-4333
Dennis Reid, Head, Saw Trades, BCIT, (604) 434-5734

Theresa Shelton, High Level Forest Products, 926-8968

Betty Switzer, HR Coordinator, Millar Western Forest Products, 778-2221

Wally Wiebe, LaCrete Sawmill, 928-2292

Heinz Zierl, Maintenance Supervisor, Ainsworth Lumber OSB Mill, Grande Prairie, 831-2500
Andy Zwolik, Manning Diversified Forest Products, 836-3111
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