Case Study
The power of Teamwork at
a NEW BRUNSWICK Refinery

It takes a dedicated, close-knit team to keep a facility the
size of the Irving Oil Refinery running smoothly. Located
in Saint John, New Brunswick, Irving is the largest refinery
in Canada and one of the 10 largest in North America,
producing over 320,000 barrels of finished product per day
and employing about 1,400 people.
The Irving team is remarkable not just because of its size. Half of
its staff work in production and are employed directly by Irving; the
other half work in maintenance and are employed by contractors.
Furthermore, the Irving employees are not unionized, while the
maintenance tradespeople who work for Jacobs Industrial Services,
the company’s largest maintenance contractor, are all members of
the unionized Building Trades.
Combining two employers on one site, with non-union workers
alongside tradespeople from a half-dozen different unions, may
seem like a recipe for management challenges, but at Irving it has
developed into a long-term relationship that has been working
smoothly for almost a quarter century.
The relationship is enabled by union maintenance agreements
negotiated and administered by the General Presidents’ Maintenance
Committee (GPMC). The GPMC provides owners and contractors
with routine and intermittent maintenance agreements that cover
tradespeople from up to 13 different unions, which reduces the
administrative burden of managing multiple agreements.
The agreements include streamlined grievance processes and clauses
preventing strikes or lockouts. These terms provide security, continuity
and good labour relations, which allows owners, contractors and
unions to develop the trust necessary for arrangements like the one
at Irving.

Irving first contracted Jacobs to provide supplemental maintenance
in 1991. By 1994, refinery executives planning a massive expansion
were focused on improving operational performance. They decided to
outsource all of the refinery’s maintenance and chose Jacobs as the
sole contractor for day-to-day maintenance.
Outsourcing was a strategic decision for Irving. “Maintenance isn’t
our core business,” explains Asset Manager Glen Kettlewell. “We were
focused on improving the performance of our processing group, and
we weren’t going to take on developing processes, standards and
systems for maintenance as well.”
After working together for more than two decades, the companies
today are virtually “joined at the hip,” says Irving’s Facilities Manager
Mark Sherman: “Jacobs people are involved in planning and provide
leadership and supervision on site. Everyone is treated the same and
you can’t tell who works for Jacobs and who works for Irving.”
To encourage a greater sense of ownership among maintenance staff,
Irving developed the Performance Centred Maintenance Group.

“This kind of partnership allows us to better
understand and meet the client’s needs… to work
as an extension of the client.”
—S
 tephen Hillier, Vice-President, Operations,
Jacobs Industrial Services

LEADERS IN UNIONIZED MAINTENANCE
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Through it, routine maintenance people from Jacobs are assigned
to work in teams with Irving’s production staff. Like staff, they enjoy
extra vacation time and are included in the company bonus plan.
They also enjoy a few special perks, such as new work boots once a
year and their own locker facilities.

The GPMC/NMC

Irving has succeeded in integrating the union and non-union cultures
on site by working closely with the unions as well as the contractor.
Management generally meets once a year with local and regional
leaders of the New Brunswick Building Trades Council. Twice a
year, daylong sessions are held to update plant personnel on the
facility’s performance, finances and capital spending plans. Both
Irving and Jacobs people attend and everyone receives exactly the
same information.

The General Presidents’ Maintenance Committee/
National Maintenance Council for Canada (GPMC/
NMC) is an alliance of 13 international unions that
negotiates and administers labour agreements
designed to facilitate maintenance at industrial
plants. Through the GPMC/NMC, employers can
negotiate single contracts covering up to 13 building
trade unions.

“Irving treats us as part of their company,” says Stephen Hillier,
Jacobs’ Vice-President of Operations. “We’re all on one team and
hard work is recognized, whatever hat you wear.”

Now celebrating its 60th anniversary, the GPMC/NMC
administers agreements in eight out of 10 Canadian
provinces. These agreements account for over
28 million work hours, or 14,000 full-time jobs,
each year.

“This kind of partnership with the client is critical to success,” Hillier
says. “It creates mutual trust, which allows us to better understand
and meet the client’s needs… to work as an extension of the client,
making sure that they’re competitive.”
The GPMC and the New Brunswick Building Trades Council are
also fully engaged in the partnership, according to Council President
Gary Ritchie. “The agreement has established a rapport with Irving
that’s second to none,” he says. “We try to keep productivity high and
we’re very open to sitting down with Irving if there’s a situation they
want to address. When they have proposals, we discuss them and
make recommendations. Sometimes Irving adjusts their plans. It’s a
relationship that works very well.”

Providing leadership training for staff is part of a larger
commitment to workforce development that Jacobs shares with
Irving and the Building Trades. “We identify people with technical
knowledge and leadership skills and move them up through the
organization,” Hillier says. “Some of these people move to other sites,
gain more experience and then come back to Irving.”
Jacobs and Irving support the registered apprenticeship program
and maintain apprenticeship ratios of between 10 and 40 percent,
depending on the trade. The companies participate in the New
Brunswick Teen Apprenticeship Program, which offers high-school
students summer jobs where they can gain first-hand experience
with various trades. Irving is also working with the New Brunswick
Building Trades to develop a mentoring program for apprentices.

“The General Presidents’ Maintenance Agreement
has established a rapport with Irving that’s second
to none. It’s a relationship that works very well.”
—G
 ary Ritchie, President, New Brunswick
Building Trades Council

“In our business you have to invest in the future,” Hillier says.
“Through the union trades, we’re seeing a lot more support for getting
young people into the trades, and we’re seeing more people giving it a
shot and sticking with it.”
About half of the tradespeople working for Jacobs at the Irving plant
are engaged in routine maintenance. They have full-time, permanent
jobs, and some have been with the company for more than 20 years.
Jacobs trains members of this core staff to take leadership roles
during turnarounds, when production equipment is taken offline and
large temporary crews are brought in to perform major maintenance,
retooling or upgrading. A six-week turnaround in 2014 required
about 1,700 extra workers on site.

By helping to build tomorrow’s workforce, Irving is preparing for the
future in same way it has built its current success: in partnership
and one day at a time. “We’ve been very successful in creating a
one-team environment,” says Mark Sherman. “Our attrition rate is
less than two percent and we have people who’ve spent more than
20 years with us. There are sites out west that would clamour for
that kind of continuity! I think the key is how we treat our people,
and how they treat us as a result.”

For more information contact
General Presidents’ Maintenance Committee for Canada/
National Maintenance Council for Canada (GPMC/NMC)
447 Frederick Street, Suite 100, Kitchener, Ontario N2H 2P4
Tel: 519-744-GPMC (4762) « Fax: 519-744-4763
Email: inquiries@gpmccanada.com
www.gpmccanada.com

16847 GPMC Irving Case Study_Ev2.indd 2

5/23/14 10:22 AM

