IHSA staff speak from
experience
The importance of safety when starting
your apprenticeship
IHSA asked some of our health and safety consultants—
once apprentices themselves—to talk about what health
and safety elements they would have wished to have
known about when they first started down their skilledtrades path.
A skilled trade is a career path that requires handson work and specialty knowledge. In Ontario, there is
a large and diverse list of skilled trades from across
the construction, industrial, motive power, and service
sectors. According to the Ministry of Education, one in five
new jobs in Ontario is expected to be in trades-related
occupations by 2021. Although each of these trades has its
own specific set of skills and education requirements, they
all require a solid footing in health and safety practices.

Starting out was an eye-opener
When Alex Hernandez started his work as an ironworker,
it was not yet recognized as a Red Seal trade. “I tried
working at the grocery store for
about two weeks and then asked my
father, who was an ironworker, about
trying that,” he says. “When I started, I
was the only teenager in the field with
the crew that I worked with. It was
very tough. Health and safety really
wasn’t there in 1997.”

teenager to learn about hard work. Hernandez says that
the biggest thing was how physically demanding that job
was. He had no idea. But despite the rude awakening and
lack of training, Hernandez kept at the job. He began to
learn the necessary skills, took some training, and thought
about what he would provide new workers starting out. “I
started learning. It took at least 10 years before I started
mentoring other new people. I thought about what I
wanted other people to know and learn,” he says.
Alex Hernandez has been an IHSA health and safety
consultant for just over five years, teaching a variety of
health and safety courses. He stresses that if he were to
start his career again, he would seek out as much health
and safety training as possible.
“The very first thing is to take training. It’s the training
that is going to make you better. I know a lot of guys are
very good at their job, but if they were to have the training
they could have, then they would be so much better.”

In terms of health and safety
or training in general, he says
it was more about figuring it
out for yourself the hard way
rather than any supervision,
mentorship, or training. “It
was, ‘Jump in and here we
go.’ Most of the men I worked
with wouldn’t even take the
time to show you how to use a
certain tool. You went and did it
and hoped for the best.”
It was also quite a surprise for a
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Safety was a building block

Safe work methods

David Burns, a powerline technician training and
apprenticeship consultant based in the Ottawa area,
joined IHSA in July of this year. Burns completed two
apprenticeships while working at Hydro Ottawa. He
completed a meter technician apprenticeship between
2001 and 2004, and then became a powerline technician
through an apprenticeship from 2005 to 2008. He says
his experience with his apprenticeships provided a strong
safety element early on.

With every group of new apprentices in any trade, aspects
of health and safety are introduced in the hope that
these early lessons become a part of everyday work. In
IHSA’s own Powerline Technician Apprenticeship, safe
work methods are taught and reinforced throughout the
four-year effort in order to build on them and create an
environment where safety can flourish.

“Safety was a big part of each apprenticeship as every
step along the way was built on it,” says Burns. “I think
safety is always evolving as we develop better tools,
procedures, and PPE to help us complete our work.”
While safety was a part of his training, Burns says things
continue to improve over time. Additional elements of
safety are integrated into the training. "The biggest
difference is in how the apprentices are prepared for the
in-class theory portion of the apprenticeship. With the
introduction of the Powerline Technician programs at
colleges like Cambrian, the apprentices have a lot more
exposure to that theory before the apprenticeship starts
and that frees up more time to be spent in the field."

In IHSA’s program, apprentices learn from highly
experienced, professional trainers. Then they demonstrate
understanding of their newly acquired skills using welltested and evaluated safe work methods through a unique
transition from classroom to practical field application.
From there, apprentices move into their work and
hopefully long careers. David Burns says despite
completing an apprenticeship, a skilled trades worker
needs to keep an open mind about health and safety
throughout their careers.
“I think 10 years is a decent number to become
comfortable in the trade, but there is always something
new to learn. I know if you talk to some 30-year guys they
will say they are still learning all the time, and I think that
is the right attitude when it comes to this trade,” he says.
“The most important lesson I would say would be to ask
questions, communicate, and never assume anything.
Make sure everyone is always on the same page.
An incident can happen to anyone at
anytime for any number of reasons.”
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