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A matter of succession for the
Electrical Contracting Industry

What is the problem?

In recent years one common theme of concern that kept coming up
during conversations is the difficulty of finding people to take up electrical
contracting as their career. The same problem seems to exist at various
working levels, from electrical technicians and supervisory staff to
engineers and executives. The rate of recruitment cannot keep up with the
rate of retirement and attrition. As a result there is a shortage of talents,

and the average age of the people in the industry is on the increase.

When the Hong Kong Electrical Contractors’ Association Education
Foundation was set up, its main objective was to encourage young
people to join the electrical contracting trade through the granting of
scholarships to bright or needy students. The first targets were graduates
from universities, including diploma students at the Polytechnic University.
Later it turned out that more and more university graduates and diploma
holders had looked for greener pastures outside the electrical contracting
trade. Even the few that remained preferred government institutions or
design consultants to traditional electrical contractors. It seemed that
most of the higher qualified young people were deserting the trade.
Reluctantly, the Education Foundation switched its attention to graduates
from technical training schools. The scholarships were thus diverted to the
Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education schools under the Vocational

Training Council, and to the Construction Industry Training Authority.

Recently, there are signs that even enrolment at technical training schools
is coming down. If this is the beginning of a trend, then the implications
on the development of the electrical contracting industry could be
worrying. On the other hand, this could be a temporary phenomenon, as

young people were attracted to other jobs that were in abundance during
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the economic upturn before 2008. One way or the other, the

subject is certainly worthy of our attention.

Changes of the Hong Kong economy

When people choose jobs, good prospects are an essential
consideration. With the Hong Kong economy continually
changing, career prospects of the electrical contracting industry
have also been shifting as well. Today service industries such as
finance, tourism, and logistics account for the majority of Hong
Kong's Gross Domestic Product. Finance, in particular, has been
hailed as the future of Hong Kong's economy. All these service
industries have attracted many young job-seckers.

Electrical contracting, on the other hand, had basically been following
the steps of the construction industry. After the collapse of the property

market in 1997, the number of houschold units built in the public and

the private sectors have remained low even since. And there is no sign of

any obvious trend of increase in the foreseeable future. After the financial
tsunami of 2008, things took a worse turn. So the Hong Kong Government
introduced a number of infrastructure projects to boost the economy.
However these projects are one-off expenditures and will not sustain the
industry in the long term. Furthermore, the projects are relatively large
and thus will only benefit a small number of contractors. Most of the other
companies would still be struggling in a difficult market. This predicament
is quite obvious and would not have escaped the sharp eyes of the young
job seckers. Under these circumstances, we could hardly expect them to

show much interest in joining the electrical contracting industry.

Expectations of the Young

In order to attract young people into the industry, the very first step
would be to understand their expectations and aspirations. There are
questions to ask ourselves. To start with, are the starting salaries on
the low side compared with other industries? Or are they lower even
compared with other employers within the electrical engineering industry,

such as government bodies and large institutions? Of course salary levels

are basically a commercial decision and would thus follow the rule of

supply and demand. Because of this, salary levels do affect the number

of interested applicants one gets and their quality.

Another question would be how many young people would choose
electrical engineering as a lifelong career, or at least as a springboard
for further development. The answer would depend on their view of the
prospects of an electrical engineering career, of the stability of the career,
and of the influences on the industry due to the developments of the
Hong Kong economy. One should note that it is the views of the young

people that matter, not the view of us who are already in the industry.
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How about the values of the younger generation? Would a job on
construction sites be considered inferior to working in the office? Would
working on sites be regarded as too much on the tough side? As for
mainland China, there are many opportunities there. But how many young

people would be willing to give up the comfort and convenience of Hong

Kong and rough it out in a new environment in the mainland? And if

indeed construction sites and mainland China are considered secondary

choices, can such a view be changed at all?

On top of all that, can the education system of Hong Kong play a role?

The Education system

Education is a matter of perpetual controversy, whether in Hong Kong
or elsewhere in the world. Here issues like ‘mother tongue as medium
of instruction’, ‘the 3-3-4 system of interface between secondary school
and university’, ‘the through train from primary to secondary school’, and
smaller sizes of classes’ have caused much confusion and antagonism
for quite some time. But to ascertain what is the best education system is
a complicated and difficult, if not impossible task, for there are just too
many interested parties. For example there are the Education Bureau,
the University Grants Committee, the Professional Teachers™ Union, the
teachers, the parents, and the students. And among these parties it does
not appear that there is a consensus at to whose interest is at stake. No
wonder the controversy continues. It we consider training, then we also
have the Vocation Training Council, the Construction Industry Training

Authority, and the Employees Retraining Board. The list goes on.

Any system has room for improvement, and the education and training
systems in Hong Kong is no exception. But we must admit that the
present systems in Hong Kong already provide diverse and sufficient
choices for the young people. So we should not be bogged down by
issues such as allocation of resources and the scope and contents of

curricula. Over valuation of one’s opinion leads to arguments, which in

turn undermines the process to achieve the task. Take the example of

registration of construction workers. There are just too many entrenched
parties principally interested in building their own castles. As a result little
is achieved so far. (Electrical workers are an exception, because most
workers are already registered before.)

For the young people who have gone through the present education and
training systems, they should be well prepared to take up employment in
society. The electrical engineering industry should be no exception. Please
try reflecting on this. For those of you who have been young people some
years ago. Regardless of how you have acquired your qualifications and

expertise, and regardless of how inadequate the facilities and training were

then compared with now, haven't you successfully become a member of

the industry?
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Conclusion

The nurturing and development of the younger generation is a long and
involved process. We should not profess to be able to influence the values
or views of young people, let alone within a short period of time. By the
same token, it is difficult for us to adjust and change our own thinking to

align with the values and views of the young.

The education and training infrastructure of Hong Kong is adequate to
prepare young people to choose their career in electrical engineering.
Whether they will eventually make the choice depends on many other
factors. These include the positioning of the electrical engineering industry
within the evolving economy of Hong Kong, prospects of the industry in
the evolving framework, salary levels, job benefits and welfare, promotion
prospects, travel requirements, working environment, and the comfort
level of the job.

Some of these factors are beyond our control, while for some other
factors something could be done. The decision to take action and to
increase the attractiveness of the electrical engineering industry in order
to draw in more new blood has to rest with the employers. The decision
depends on the requirements of individual companies and how they
view the urgency of these requirements. They are likely to differ from

one company to another.

The HKECA Education Foundation's role is to deliver a message to
students that the electrical engineering industry needs them and welcomes
them. The Foundation intends to continue its work in this role. As for
the job of actually looking for the right people, it could only be done

by you.
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Recipient Organization
2007-2008

Amount {5

2008-2009

Vocational Training Council Ttk 2 440wy $60,000.00
Hong Kong Polytechnic University (RSN $3,000.00
Skill Upgrading Scheme — E&M Excellent Student Award AP THat d) b TR e A $2,500.00
Construction Industry Training Authority S SR $2,000.00
Vocational Training Council M 2 11 24 Sy $57,000.00
Hong Kong Polytechnic University s B LK $3,000.00
Vocational Training Council — HK Youth Skill Competition Ttk 2 Sl 2ok sy s AR fE AR $5,000.00
Construction Industry Training Authority AT S I AR $2,000.00
Chan Ka Man ok 5% S $5,000.00
Winner of 5th Guangzhou Hong Kong Macau Youth Skill Competition 555 I Bl gk YR 1 AT B 3 e

# Total $72,000.00
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