WOMEN IN TIMBER INDUSTRY PRIORITISED IN EDUCATION AND SKILLS DEVELOPMENT DRIVE
Over 100 adult learners, mostly women, were awarded with their ABET certificates in levels 1 – 3 in Literacy in the Eastern Cape and Southern Kwa Zulu Natal last week. This was a result of the 2006 ABET intervention introduced by the Forest Industries Education and Training Authority (FIETA) SETA in 2006 to tackle the scarce and critical skills identified in the forest sector.

“Not only does this day make a difference in the lives of these graduates, but also their familes and the province,” said Mr. Simangaliso Mkhwanazi, Chief Executive Office of FIETA who encouraged the learners to become entrepreneurs and continue aquiring skills. “Discipline is critical for quality performance,” added Mr. Mkhwanazi who further encouraged learners to continue with their studies as the drop-out rate of students in the province is regarded as a challenge to be addressed.

Supported by FIETA SETA, in 2007 HM Timber implemented a multi-media ABET programme primarily focusing on women in the first year.

“Forestry has tradionally been one of the most male dominated rural activities, so in an effort to provide opportunities for rural women and contribute towards gender balance, it was important to us that women were prioritized for ABET development. This is a launch pad for other learning” explained Kirsten Huwicz, HM Timber’s Kokstad Complex HR manager.

With a reported 78% of the forestry industry workforce defined as either semi or unskilled there is a critical shortage of crafted or skilled workers, technicians and professional managers.

The suitability of the training intervention was an important consideration for FIETA in identifying the right training provider. “The ABET solution provided by Media Works suited our requirements for Weza, Langeni and Singisi Sawmills as it allows for differently skilled adults to access the programme, provides for self-paced learning and incorporates computer based training coupled with face-to-face training,” said FIETA Project Manager Ronnie Naidoo.
Future plans at HM Timber, include progression to the next levels by current learners and extending the programme to men as well. “Learner commitment is key to individual learner success and the overall success of this intervention” said Hurwicz. “New skills mean further job creation and much needed expowerment and employment in a region that has one of the highest unemployment rates in South Africa.”

“With the forestry industry making an annual gross contribution to the GDP of R2,9 billion more companies in this sector need to make a dedicated investment in skills development programmes that ensure sustainable development,” encouraged Media Works’s managing director Jackie Carroll.

Despite challenges such as the long distance learners have to travel and the amount of time required for learners to attend classes, some immediate successes have been improved communications I the workplace; learners’ ability to participate in learnerships; and career progression within ABET level’s 1 to 4.

