Labour development tied to high schools

By: Terry Murphy

There is a pool of untapped labour in our high schools just waiting for the industry to work with and hire them into our industry. There has been much success recently in this regard, and if explored further, it can lead to part of the solution of our labour shortage. Recruiting at the college level is great, but why not start planting the idea of a career in horticulture at a time when students are deciding their next step: college, university, training or full-time employment.

Statistics from the Ministry of Education indicates that over 70 per cent of high school graduates will not pursue further post-secondary education. Instead, they will enter the workforce. Most are 18 to 20 years old, and are prime candidates for our industry. But, we need to invest some time and training to make it happen.

The industry has worked with Grade 11 and 12 classes to encourage them to consider a career in horticulture. One such school board in Kitchener-Waterloo offered 12 students the chance to receive some preliminary horticultural training prior to entering a three-month co-op program where they would receive six to eight hours a day of on-the-job training with industry employers.  Those students would receive credits towards their diploma. The benefits are endless: the student receives the credit he needs for graduation; the employer can boost his labour pool; it’s another training opportunity available from the school system; and industry gets to participate in a school-to-work transition program. One Mississauga school realized this potential, matching 11 young people with industry employers in their co-op program.

Landscape Ontario has spearheaded such programs, in Kitchener and Mississauga, with other programs targeted for Oakville and Scarborough areas. Still, others need to consider this approach to training. To run this type of training program, Landscape Ontario needs six to 12 young people with interest in working in the landscape or nursery sectors. Already, there are employers who want to provide such a work challenge.

The rewards for the employer are very substantial. If the co-op student enjoys working for a company, it is more than likely that the student would want to slide right into paid summer employment after the co-op term. The employer receives low-cost labour for the three-month co-op period and there is a 70 per cent chance of the employee staying on for full-time employment. The challenge for the high schools is to direct students interested in the trade and not just in receiving graduation credits.

For information on this great training and labour initiative, contact Terry Murphy at the Landscape Ontario office, 905-875-1805, ext. 317. The time is now, as most high schools are anxious to partner with industry. Landscape Ontario’s goal is to establish at least one program within each chapter in the coming year.

