
Learning to run a better business 
helps improve health and safety
A business technique called “Lean” 
that focuses on improving efficiency 
has helped Stubbs Contractors Ltd 
improve safety and productivity. These 
gains were recognised in September 
2018 when it won a Westpac regional 
business excellence award. 
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“I’ve been in the logging contracting business 
for 17 years. I built the business up to two 
crews with 20 on the payroll. Then about 10 
years ago I had a motor-cross accident and 
ended up in a wheelchair. Initially the business 
took a downward turn. But I’ve gradually built 
it back up to four crews with 40 on the payroll. 

When I reached that size again, I realised a 
big part of maintaining the success would 
depend on the crew leaders and foremen I had. 
My attention needed to be on managing the 
business and getting the work. So I needed 
foremen and crew leaders who could manage 
the sites and the workers. 

Traditionally, there hasn’t been much training 
for crew leaders – people get promoted into 
the role because they’re experienced loggers 
on the ground or machine operators. They 
don’t get taught how to manage and motivate 
people. And they aren’t taught about the legal 
aspects, and how to handle different characters 
or what motivates people. 

I realised I needed to get some help with this. 

About 18 months ago I heard about Lean, a 
programme that helps businesses boost their 
operating performance. Despite the name, it’s 
not just about reducing waste. It’s also about 
creating a culture of continuous improvement 
and engaging staff to develop their skills. 
I attended a one-day course on Lean through 
Callaghan Innovation and Active Tairāwhiti, 
and decided my business could benefit from 
adopting Lean ideas. 

So, I engaged Trevor Hall from The Lean Hub 
based in Hawke’s Bay. He conducted a scoping 
exercise on my business – ‘warts and all’ – and 
we agreed on a ‘no surprises’ plan. He also 
helped me access co-funding for the process 
through his channels. 
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Over a year Trev visited once a month, 
spending half a day working with me on 
business planning and the other half-day 
working with the crews and foremen. 

He taught them about running a Lean 
operation – about minimising waste and 
improving efficiency. He covered everything 
from not wasting petrol on the ground, to 
making sure the work was well organised so 
people weren’t hanging around wasting time, 
through to proactively looking after equipment 
to minimise break-downs and limit the loss of 
money from down-time. 

Trev treated the foreman like mini-business 
owners. He told them to leave their egos ‘at 
the door with their dirty boots’. He gave them 
clear and simple instructions that really made 
them understand their responsibilities as 
leaders for the crews’ well-being and safety, 
and the financial impact on my business.

Planning and accountability became hot topics. 
Now if the foremen and their crews fail to 
plan or fail to execute any part of their plan, 
they are able to see the direct impact on the 
business without me mentioning it to them. 
The foremen now set monthly goals which 
involve the crews. That includes how they 
can communicate better across the four crews, 
and share people and equipment as needed so 
the whole business runs more efficiently.

Most of the crews and foremen responded 
really well to the challenge of learning new 
ways of doing things. However, a couple 
found it a bit tough when we took a zero 

tolerance to safety breeches and they left 
the business. We had to replace them and  
train their replacements in our new way of 
thinking about business. 

Health and safety is incredibly important to me 
and we’re currently half-way through completing 
the Safetree Contractor Certification. The 
Lean process helped us with that too, because 
improving communication and planning helped 
us improve health and safety. 

Our tailgate meetings are now better organised 
and more engaging, people are paying more 
attention during them and as a result there’s  
no second guessing of who’s doing what, 
where. The crews now have a more professional 
level of ownership for the work they do and 
that gives them more ownership of safety too. 
It’s very humbling to see the guys looking out 
for each other and not being afraid to question 
each other about safety issues, regardless of 
how long they have worked in the bush.

The work we did on Lean helped us win 
a special award for Business Leadership 
Excellence at the Westpac Gisborne Business 
Excellence Awards in September 2018. We 
were also one of three finalists for the Supreme 
award. That was a great recognition of the 
work everyone in the business has put in 
the previous year. 

After the awards, we got feedback on what had 
impressed the judges. This included our focus 
on health and safety, our leadership and people 
development, and our systems and planning. 
They also said we showed innovative thinking 
in terms of plant and equipment so we could 
become safer and more efficient.
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� In summary
Our investment in Lean has been good value 
for money. We’re seeing the benefits come 
through via improved health and safety 
statistics, increased productivity and better 
accountability across the business. 

We have a lot more support for our foremen 
and their crews. They get help on how to 
manage workers, on the legal side of things 
and on dealing with difficult situations. They 
get support on how to run a good business 
and how to plan so things go more smoothly. 
There’s also plenty of support when it comes 
to health and safety, including from each other. 

We still make mistakes and we’ve still got a 
lot to learn – so the journey continues. But 
Lean has helped us all learn more about how 
to run a safe, successful business.”

� About www.safetree.nz
Safetree.nz is an online one-stop-shop with free health and safety information and resources for 
people working in forestry. It is run by the Forest Industry Safety Council (FISC), a partnership 
between government, industry and worker representatives that’s working towards a safe, resilient 
and professional forestry industry. 

For more information on the Lean 
process contact:

� www.callaghaninnovation.govt.nz/ 
 innovation-skills/lean

� www. theleanhub.co.nz


