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Executive Summary 

The construction sector employed an estimated 89,500 in 2013 (FAS / EGFSN, National Skills 

bulletin, 2013
1
).  Forfas, in their Ireland’s Construction Sector: Outlook and Strategic Plan to 2015, 

estimated that Repair, Maintenance and Improvement works were valued at €3.7 billion in 2012. This 

figure represented 46% of all construction works. Based on a sample of 354 firms known to be 

involved in heritage conservation works projects, the researchers have identified approximately 2,670 

skilled craftsmen employed directly by contracting firms working in the conservation sector of the 

construction industry. A further unquantifiable amount of skilled personnel are self-employed or work 

with small firms which are sub-contracted to the abovementioned contracting firms to carry out 

specialist works. It is therefore a very conservative estimate that 3% of the Irish construction labour 

force hold conservation skills that are used regularly in conservation works. 

 

Major gaps exist in the provision of craft skills training to maintain the stock of built heritage in Ireland 

in a manner and with a level of expertise that is appropriate to its technical performance qualities and 

historic and cultural character. The evidence is gathered to make the case for the provision of 

specialist training at apprenticeship and master craft level in order to meet the needs of this socially- 

and economically-valuable stock. It is recommended that the provision of training courses aligns with 

the types of contract that are actually tendered (e.g. facade restoration, extensive roof repair or 

replacement). 

 

A colloquium convened by the researchers on 26
th
 June 2014 brought the larger main and 

management contractors together for the first time to discuss their needs for craft skills education and 

training. The group made it clear that the heritage contraction section of the building industry is 

heavily dependent on public funding for large-scale conservation works, through the Office of Public 

Works, and also through publicly-funded grants schemes. The impact of the new form of public works 

contract, with its disproportionate transfer of risk to the contractor and inflexibility, and tendering 

procedures were discussed as major impediments to the development or evolution of the sector. It 

was stated that the average age of an Irish specialist craftsman is over 50. The training needs of this 

group of contractors are sporadic, and often project-specific. The need flexible training in short-

duration, intensive courses. If these build towards qualifications, so much the better. 

 

The ‘map’ of conservation skills was re-drawn as a result of this research to align with the actual types 

of contracts and sub-contracted packages of works that the conservation sector divides itself into. 

These differ from the job descriptions of traditional trades, and indicate how the industry evolves in 

response to extraneous pressures such as economic efficiency, competitive tendering, and health and 

                                            
 
1 See chapter 6 of  www.scsi.ie/construction_sector_outlook_2014  
 

http://www.scsi.ie/construction_sector_outlook_2014
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safety legislation. In broad terms, employers like flexible semi-skilled operatives, and, where a high 

degree of craft skill is needed unavoidably, the skill-holders tend to work as sub-contractors, because, 

in so doing, them maximise the return on their training by only ever being employed where a premium 

is paid that reflects their added value, acquired skill and responsibility.  
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FOREWORD 

 

The Heritage Council set up a Traditional Building Skills Working Group to improve the provision of 

training for building conservation craft skills in Ireland. Competent and excellent craft skills are needed 

to ensure that we take care of the inheritance of high-quality, durable and culturally symbolic buildings 

that surround us. One of its objectives is to carry out research in the area of skills provision, including 

research to characterise and provide objective data on the labour market for conservation skills as a 

sub-sector of the construction industry. A component of the economic benefits of conservation works 

is increased employment, and identifying the employment benefits of investment in craft skills training 

was an objective of this research. 

 

The Heritage Council’s 'Economic Value of Ireland's Historic Environment' report written by Ecorys
2
 

identifies 17,971 construction jobs attributable to the 'Historic Environment'. More recently, Council’s 

report on ‘Assessment of Possible Fiscal Incentives in Relation to the Built Heritage in Ireland’s 

Towns’ (Jan 2014), and the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht’s 2014 Built Heritage 

Jobs Leverage Scheme, reinforced interest in the employment justifications for investing in built 

heritage conservation. However, for the purposes of advocating and planning to make good the skills 

deficits, these figures need to be augmented by a detailed analysis of the sector by individual skills 

areas. This has proven more difficult than anticipated because there is no register of builders (nor any 

other means of defining a cohort of building enterprises or skilled conservation craftsmen) who carry 

out conservation works or work to existing heritage buildings. Additional difficulties arise from the 

employment and contractual structure of the construction industry
3
, and its openness to international 

movement. Taking these caveats into account, it has nevertheless been established by this research 

that at a very conservative estimate, 3% of those employed in the building industry (nearly 3,000 

workers) carry out tasks that require conservation skills. The Construction Industry Register Ireland 

(CIRI) may henceforth permit the collection of this baseline information on employment numbers.  

 

This research project explored the skills and training needs of the sector through qualitative interviews 

with employers and others involved in building conservation projects.  

 

The Building Control (Amendment) regulations require demonstrable “competency” at all levels in the 

process of designing and building buildings. Whilst the systems for demonstrating this are currently 

being devised, the indicators are that more and more craft skills, including conservation craft skills, will 

require formal recognition, accreditation and training curricula. This is likely to lead to a less flexible, 

but more specialised workforce in construction. There are clear benefits in terms of improved quality 

                                            
 
2
http://www.heritagecouncil.ie/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/Corporate/Economic_Evaluation_of_the_Histor

ic_Environment_Ireland.pdf, page 21 
3
 See p. 11 below 

http://83.70.131.50/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.heritagecouncil.ie/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/Corporate/Economic_Evaluation_of_the_Historic_Environment_Ireland.pdf
http://83.70.131.50/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.heritagecouncil.ie/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/Corporate/Economic_Evaluation_of_the_Historic_Environment_Ireland.pdf
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outputs to this development, making the recommendations of this report timely for the built heritage 

conservation sector. 

 

The report is particularly useful in assembling raw data and making recommendations about specific 

trades and crafts. The recommendations it makes are based on extensive conversations with builders 

and those associate with conservation work, and the comments of the interviewees relayed through 

this research constitute a form of market research among employers regarding education and training 

provision for the conservation construction sector. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

This research serves as an overview of the building industry to determine if it meets the needs of built 

heritage conservation and its workers. It further seeks to establish true numbers of contractors 

employed in the heritage contracting industry, together with an evaluation of how that skill base is 

composed. Volume 1 contains the text of the report, while Volume 2 contains the appendices. 

 

The project team consists of Maol Íosa Molloy, architect, Rob Goodbody, conservation consultant and 

Pat McAfee, stonemason.  

 

1.1 Preamble  

The Heritage Council commissioned this report to carry out research into the labour market in Ireland 

in construction conservation, to provide a clearer understanding of the built heritage craft skills sector 

and its significance and to inform the basis for its future management.   

 

Questionnaires were thus designed for three distinct categories: Category 1 comprising private sector 

management contractors, Category 2 comprising private sector main contractors and Category 3 

private sector specialist sub-contractors. 

 

As participants in each group were interviewed on a one-to-one basis, it allowed the authors to extract 

pertinent and often starkly honest responses to specific questions.  

 

With agreement from the Heritage Council, a colloquium of key management and main contractors 

operating in the field of heritage took place on the 26
th
 June 2014, where the core issues of the 

research were discussed in an open forum further informing opinion in the following texts. This 

brought the larger main and management contractors together for the first time to discuss their needs 

for craft skills education and training. The group made it clear that the heritage contraction section of 

the building industry is heavily dependent on public funding for large-scale conservation works, 

through the Office of Public Works, and also through publicly-funded grants schemes. The impact of 

the new form of public works contract, with its disproportionate transfer of risk to the contractor and 

inflexibility, and tendering procedures were discussed as major impediments to the development or 

evolution of the sector. It was stated that the average age of an Irish specialist craftsman is over 50. 

The training needs of this group of contractors are sporadic, and often project-specific. The need 

flexible training in short-duration, intensive courses. If these build towards qualifications, so much the 

better. 
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The brief also required investigations into the area of conservation education and training 

opportunities, research that presented challenges for the standardisation of heritage skills across all 

trades.  

 

1.2   Scope of findings informing research  

The Heritage Council’s intention that the scope of the research would identify component trades and 

jobs in the built heritage sector has been achieved in Section 2.0 below. The research describes 

trades as viewed by contractors in the industry. A list of trades and jobs was collated and is listed in 

Table 2.2 under the titles with which they are colloquially known in the industry, on the premise that 

they reflect the actual terminology and structure of contracting and sub-contracting relations in the 

industry. This table also incorporates trades that are not included in the draft list.  

 

Section 3.0 seeks to collate and present relevant labour market statistics relating to construction 

conservation trades. A total of 354 private sector contractors were identified as working within the 

industry, ranging from larger management through to smaller main and specialist contractors. All were 

contacted for the purpose of interviews. A total of seventy-six of the contractors gave in-depth and 

honest interviews, representing approximately a quarter of known contractors involved in heritage 

work. Interviews were also held with public sector foremen, which offered an alternative view of the 

maintenance and repair sector operated by the OPW. 

 

The brief also required that the team identify skill competencies and standards for accreditation for 

conservation workers, outlined in Section 4.0 of the report. In analysing contractor opinion on this 

matter, it was found that the majority were in favour of developing the knowledge of their employees 

and engaging with recognised educational programmes, as they perceive that enhanced skills and 

competencies will immeasurably benefit quality conservation work, meeting the expectations of their 

clients and the wider heritage protection community. They acknowledge at present that deficiencies in 

education and training place the future of the indigenous craft industry at a disadvantage to 

competition from elsewhere.  

 

The team reviewed apprenticeships in mainstream skills and parallel opportunities for primary training 

in craft skills for established operatives as a basis for competent coordination and supervision of 

skilled trades on heritage sites. In discussion with contractors, critically few apprenticeships are being 

offered to a younger generation, with all known participants serving carpentry apprenticeships
4
. The 

scarcity of such opportunities has been acknowledged in previous studies such as the 2006 inter-

departmental ‘Strengthening the Protection of the Architectural Heritage’, the contemporaneous 

Department of Arts, Culture and the Gaeltacht publication; ‘Developing a Government Policy on 

                                            
 
4
  A small number of apprentices have commenced training in other crafts not identified by the 

contractors interviewed for this study and this is noted in section 5 below.  
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Architecture; a proposed framework and discussion of issues’, the subsequent skills needs analysis of 

the built heritage sector in Ireland of 2009, ‘Traditional Building Craft Skills: Assessing the Need, 

Meeting the Challenge’, by the (British) National Heritage Training Group (NHTG); and an ICOMOS 

review of the same period, ‘Sustaining our Built Environment- Review of the state of conservation 

education and training in Ireland.’ Despite the existence of these published reports with their excellent 

analysis and recommendations, the present research found that little has changed in the learning and 

development opportunities within the realm of the industry since their publication. 

 

Section 5 analyses the relevance of apprenticeship programmes in the construction trades to the 

heritage craft industry. It examines how other course providers respond to the deficiencies in the 

same programme in their offering of alternative opportunities to interested operatives to up-skill as 

heritage craft workers post-apprenticeship. It was found that the present apprenticeship programmes 

incorporate little in the way of training for traditional building methods. The carpentry apprenticeship 

includes fifteen hours of conservation training in the four-year programme, while some others have no 

heritage training at all. Some courses have been identified that would allow craft workers to progress 

further in their training, but these are limited in their number and scope. In interviewing contractors, 

interesting opinions on the provision of enhanced training opportunities were revealed. Most cited 

their disappointment that heritage training is usually restricted to one-day courses provided, often by 

highly competent, skilled and experienced, but unregulated providers. Acquired knowledge through 

such educational routes was not recognised as necessary by consumers and was not rewarded in 

procurement processes. It was found that contractors have a preference for courses that award a 

qualification or certificate of competence in a given skill. They were of the opinion that if awards 

followed educational investment, greater demand for attendance would arise as more employers 

would see the long-term benefit of up-skilling its direct labour force and consequential recognition of 

awards. 

 

Contractor interviews wholly informed Section 6.0 ‘Anticipated future needs for conservation craft 

skills’, where almost all contractors interviewed held similar concerns for the survival of an indigenous 

heritage workforce in Ireland. Almost all interviewed were of the opinion that attracting genuinely 

interested apprentices to the field was key to formal, steady progression of skills through to master 

craft level. Conversely, support for the apprenticeship programme from the contractors most involved 

in heritage was critically absent, largely due to inconsistent supply of work for industry compounded to 

a lesser degree by a genuine financial inability to invest time in mentoring and supervising an 

inexperienced operative. Most main contractors retain long-term staff, skilled to their specific 

requirements. The greater portion of others however, due to work limitations, employed perhaps one 

skilled operative long-term, acquiring nomadic skills to supplement workloads when required. This is a 

reflection of how the building industry has evolved in the last twenty years, with a huge number of sole 

traders or micro-firms acting as sub-contractors. 
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Whilst casual labour could be sourced locally, the majority of contractors admitted to sourcing labour 

elsewhere, largely in eastern Europe where apprenticeship training favouring traditional crafts was 

found to be more suited to heritage works than the training of the Irish workforce. All contractors 

interviewed stated that the reason for such recruitment practices was not to acquire cheaper labour, 

but more competent, skilled labour.  

 

As implied by this finding, the study recorded that most contractors interviewed saw a greater future 

need for skills at master craft level rather than at any lower level. However, due the absence of formal 

training opportunities beyond mainstream apprenticeships, skills at master craft level cannot be 

achieved at present. National training bodies have not acknowledges this and is seen as one of the 

greatest challenges to a consolidated heritage contracting industry. 

Most main contractors interviewed held the belief that a dedicated heritage main contractor sector 

was not viable. They felt that all main contractors should have the ability to engage with all building 

types, on the basis that neither exclusive new-build nor pure heritage projects exist, and most works 

arise in the repair and maintenance of older buildings of all eras, more often without the contemporary 

additions forming the primary focus of training programmes. They felt that conservation skills should 

be brought into mainstream contracting, and that training bodies should reflect the industry demand 

for wider embracing of all building types and eras in the tailoring of corresponding courses offered.  

 

1.3 Presentation of findings  

The research is aimed at providing information about present deficiencies threatening the future of 

indigenous conservation construction sector within the wider Irish construction sector. The research 

team’s presentation of findings corresponds directly with the sentiment of contractors interviewed as 

part of the research process. The team saw their role more as recorders of opinions and the reality of 

the challenges faced by contractors, than analysers of the same opinion. As a consequence, Section 

7.0, Recommendations, offers, in brief, solutions that could, if adopted, resolve some of the more 

significant concerns of heritage contractors in turn affecting a sustainable, viable heritage contracting 

sector.  
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2.0 IDENTIFICATION OF COMPONENT TRADES AND JOBS IN THE BUILT 

HERITAGE SECTOR 

 

2.1 Introduction  

The project brief included a draft list of component trades and jobs, ranging from main contractor and 

heritage contract management to mainstream crafts, highly specialised trades and semi-skills. 

Extensive discussions with private sector management, main and specialised contractors
5
 have 

shown that the structure of the contractual relations between trades within the industry is significantly 

different. This led to the preparation of a new list, based on trades as perceived by the industry, with 

various sub-skill sets assumed by each trade described. This list is set down in Appendix 2.3 in 

Volume 2. 

 

2.2 Findings  

Management contractors 

It is in the first instance necessary to differentiate between three different types of contractor who play 

a role in the building industry at this time. Conservation works are carried out by a range of types of 

building enterprise, none of which can afford to specialise in conservation work exclusively. At the 

level of the business and of the workers on site, a high value is placed on flexibility as regards roles 

and tasks carried out. This militates against specialist skills. The term ‘semi-skilled operative’ appears 

frequently in the following report, and its usage reflects this reality among contracting firms. 

 

 ‘Management Contractors’ have a pivotal role in the shaping of trades and skills in the built heritage 

sector. These firms can be characterised as directly employing extensive office-based professional 

staff but minimal site staff. They employ, through sub-contracting arrangements, the largest numbers 

in the industry. The works contracts they win at tender require them to appoint, in turn, a conventional 

‘Main Contractor’ who carries out the majority of works across a spectrum of trades. The contracting 

arrangements may be very similar to contracts of employment; however, the structure of these 

economic relationships resists the form of information gathering and analysis possible in the context 

of this report. As a result, information on the craft skills employed in works projects governed by these 

close relations cannot be ascertained. 

Main contractors 

Main contractors are defined for the purposes of this study as independent general contractors 

directly employing a range of trades and skills. Most interviewed have the benefit of an in-house 

quantity surveyor (QS) who often acts as a contracts manager, with others outsourcing QS services. 

This group has the greatest commitment to enhancement of staff heritage skills, as a basis for 

                                            
 
5
  Referred to as Category 1 (management contractors), Category 2 (main contractors) and 

Category 3 (specialised sub-contractors) 
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continued best practice in their works. Typically, these small-medium sized companies have less than 

twenty employees. They concentrate on general contracting with specialist works carried out by 

smaller specialist sub-contractors.  

 

A significant finding from the research was that none of the main contractors interviewed has been 

sub-contracted by management contractors. Every effort was made to try and identify this main 

contracting group, which makes up such a significant workforce, but without success. It is clear that 

they do not feature in the heritage community, as all such contractors were contacted, if not 

interviewed.  

 

Specialist subcontractors 

Specialist subcontractors are defined in this report as comprising all skills and trades falling outside 

main contracting. Whereas some main contractors employ specialists in-house, the majority engage 

smaller sub-contractors for these works. Considerable works such as first fix/structural carpentry are 

typically carried out domestically, with joinery often assigned to others. Very often, large components 

such as roof works, services and finishes are assigned to others. 

 

In the review of the range of skills and trades known as ‘specialists’ by the industry, it was found that 

there is little to distinguish those who have acquired their skills from formal craft apprenticeship 

(carpentry, masonry, plastering, painting etc.) than those who acquired them otherwise. Non-craft 

skills such as damp-proofing, scaffolding, landscaping and demolitions/enabling works are considered 

integral specialists within the industry, often having more prominence on heritage site than traditional 

craft workers, but having least training.  

 

Designation of skills  

As no formal title beyond ‘apprentice’ exists in the industry, for the purposes of clarity, this study has 

identified the designation of skill levels as follows: 

 

 General operative 

Often a semi-skilled to skilled operative specialising in concrete work, attendance to trades 

etc. 

 Licensed operative 

A person who has an occupational craft such as a scaffolder, mobile access tower operator, 

other heavy machinery operator, steeplejack 

 Apprentice  

A person who is following the SOLAS craft route  

 Skilled craft worker 
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A former apprentice who has undergone formal training and passed his/her exams/tests and 

now works as a skilled craft worker.  

 

Other operatives with on-the-job experience and within certain craft categories doing variable quality 

of work are often equally recognised within the industry.  

 

To complicate the designation further, the study has identified many skilled workers who have not 

followed the registered apprenticeship system but have drawn their skills from alternative learning 

methods, formal and informal. In discussion with some individuals who have acquired ‘unofficial’ 

competencies, concerns were expressed that no system exists at present recognising their important 

contribution to the industry.  

 

Most tellingly, whilst the title ‘master’ craftworker is colloquially used in the industry, there is no formal 

route to recognition of the award, as there is in some other jurisdictions. 

 

Furthermore, there does not appear to be any system for regulating those holding courses purporting 

to impart advanced skills.  

 

2.3 Comment  

In this study caution has been exercised in recording informal terminology within the contracting 

industry. The industry is unregulated, with consequential variances in how contractors manage their 

workforce and sites, particularly where some sites are closely monitored by unions, contrasting with 

others with little union influence.  

 

A significant number of main contractors interviewed referred to ‘blocklayers’ as the second most 

desirable operative on a site after carpenters, however blocklayers are considered to be a low cost 

form of labour as they do not follow a formal apprentice and are not known to have the range of skills 

they are expected to possess on building sites. Good employers usually shun this practice and know 

that it is a better investment to employ bricklayers that have served a formal apprenticeship and have 

a rounded training as a result. Whilst all contractors referred to blocklaying as if it is a recognised 

trade, for the purposes of clarity the term bricklayers is used in the texts below. 

 

Some employers have complained about inadequate training for apprentices in heritage skills, but 

unfortunately the research has found that heritage contractor support for apprentice training is 

sporadic, with a consequential shortage of trained crafts people progressing through the industry.  

 

General operatives, where given the opportunity, carry out craft work and sometimes to a reasonable 

standard. This however is where they have developed an enhanced skill in part of the overall craft, a 

unit/module as in block work in bricklaying or shuttering or basic roofing in carpentry. It is often the 
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practical side only that has developed, with no access to the theoretical component of training central 

to the judgement required for a skilled craft worker. Problems occur when the general operatives then 

operates outside their limited area of competency, as is the reality in smaller main contracting firms 

where operatives are expected to work across a spectrum of trades. What was found in casual 

discussions with employees, was that this practice is embraced as it allows the employee to continue 

working whereas if he was to strictly execute work within his formally recognised ability he would be 

otherwise idle at critical stages of work.  

 

If ‘master craft’ is to develop it has to have its roots in a formal certified apprenticeship with follow on 

educational opportunities.  

 

Furthermore, regulation and standardisation of skill sets is critical to consolidate the heritage 

workforce, but equally regulation must be imposed on the trainers central to further learning initiatives.  
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3.0 RELEVANT LABOUR MARKET STATISTICS RELATING TO CONSTRUCTION 

CONSERVATION TRADES 

 

3.1 Introduction  

The team reviewed various methods to source information from the contracting industry. Meeting with 

contractors directly and discussing a range of specific topics was found to be the most effective and 

accurate method. The first contact was with all management, main and specialised contractors from 

the Register of Heritage Contractors and the Irish Georgian Society Traditional Building Skills Register 

by email appending a questionnaire and requesting a meeting to discuss responses, a network that 

was expanded as the project progressed, as outlined below.  

 

While not all identified contractors responded, those interviewed were enthusiastic and most 

forthcoming in their responses. Each contractor listed below represents those with whom detailed 

interviews were held. Part-interviews were held with a number of others, but as the interviews are 

incomplete they are excluded from the research.  

 

The greatest concern arising from the interviews is accuracy of sub-contractor numbers. Management 

contractors typically see their role as the management of heritage sites, with their workforce almost 

wholly comprising sub-contractors. As this category of contractors will not release the names of their 

networks, the team could not identify their sub-contractors and verify if they are working for a number 

of main contractors, so the figures obtained sub-contracting numbers not definitive. Whilst the results 

include the accumulated number of subcontractors under each trade, because cross-checking is 

impossible, duplication is inevitable. 

 

In attempts to overcome this challenge, RIAI Grade 1 and 2 conservation architects were contacted, 

requesting that they issue their lists of contractors and subcontractors. A poor response led to the 

same request being made to mainstream architectural firms known to engage with heritage work. This 

also received very few responses, but from those received it was notable that many contractors 

engaged with heritage works were not on any formal national registers, yet featured prominently by 

reputation for good quality heritage work.  

 

The study team also collated names of firms from some local authority skills registers, which 

demonstrated interesting demographics for contracting skills, particularly in the fields of thatching and 

masonry.  
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3.2 Labour market facts relating to construction 

The information set down in Appendix 3.2 in Volume 2, represents a summary from the interviews 

with contractor firms up to Friday 5
th
 September 2014.  

 

The first column ‘Total number of firms known to team’ comprises all known contractors from the 

following registers/ contacts: 

 Register of Heritage Contractors 

 Irish Georgian Society register 

 Louth County Council skills register  

 Cork City Council skills register  

 Clare County Council Traditional Building Crafts Directory  

 Offaly County Council skills register 

 Architects and conservation architects contacts 

 Contacts known to team members 

 

3.3 Information relating to contractors and trades 

Appendix 3.3 in Volume 2 (which is broken into tables 3.3.1, 3.3.2 and 3.3.3.1 to 3.3.3.12), records 

information yielded from discussions with the three categories of contractors working in the heritage 

industry
6
 across as many trades as possible. Detailed interviews were held, sometimes spanning 

more than one meeting. Trust was built up during the sessions, resulting in the opportunity to ask 

wider reaching questions of contractors exceeding brief demands, but allowing a more detailed 

perspective of the composition of the heritage contracting industry. Information gathered includes age 

profiles of employees, participation in training and general sentiment.   

 

The opinions of the employers about future skills supply reflected their business focus. The more 

managerial the preoccupation of the company, the less concerned they were with the problems of the 

skills base. The more directly the enterprise engaged with the day-to-day management of skills and 

quality assurance, the more stark the problem became of nurturing those skills through mentoring, 

training or procurement form the education system. 

 

3.4 Category 1: Management contractor comments  

Management contractors engage with smaller main contracting firms to carry out much of their 

heritage works. However, none of the main contractors interviewed work in this capacity. All stated 

that they would not do so, even if approached by management contractors. As a consequence the 

study was not able to determine the identity of these contractors who comprise a great number of 

                                            
 
6
  Category 1 comprising management contractors; Category 2: main contractors and Category 3: 

sub-(specialist)contractors 
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heritage workers, nor to obtain knowledge of the level or type of skilled workers engaged by these 

firms and if they participate in heritage training.  

 

Management contractors expressed no concern about the supply of skilled workers, as this was 

ultimately the responsibility of the appointed sub-contracting firm.  

 

Similarly, the sourcing, training and skill management of individual personnel was the responsibility of 

each sub-contractor, whether a main or specialist sub-contractor. The management contractor retains 

records of numbers of personnel for each sub-contractor for Health and Safety purposes, but has no 

requirement to record the individual names and qualification details of each individual employed by 

sub-contractors on the site. Accurate data gathering if thus further complicated. Firstly, in 

summarising the numbers of sub-contractor personnel on site, as there is often no record of identity, 

further possible recording duplications are likely as whilst site presence may not vary in terms of 

numbers, workers may often be changed during a job. Secondly, it is impossible to know from the 

same records what craft skills sub-contractor operatives possess, if any.  

 

Most management contractors admitted that even if a conservation architect is engaged to oversee 

the work, (most stated that the majority of their sites have no conservation architect) inspections are 

sporadic. As they agreed that an independent conservation architect is more likely to have concern 

over quality than a foreman, it would appear that Ireland’s largest heritage projects employing 

greatest numbers of heritage workers have poor control over quality and workmanship.  

Satisfied with 

supply of 

specialist 

skilled workers 

in Ireland? 

Yes No Difficult Quotes  

6 3 1 ‘Generally a struggle’ 

‘Calibre of young people has 

dropped’ 

‘Shortage envisaged in next 12 

months with emigration’ 

‘Scarcity of copper/ lead/ roofers’  

How does 

interviewee 

source skilled 

workers? 

Own register 

from own 

network / Pre- 

qualification 

systems 

IGS/ RHC Recommendations 

by design team/ 

conservation 

officer 

Quote  

9 0 1 ‘Always looking for new 

contractors but emerging skill 

base does not exist’ 

Satisfied with 

educational/ 

training 

opportunities? 

Yes No No requirement Quote  

2 3 5 ‘More variety of apprentices 

required’ 
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The brief for this research specifically sought a review of contractor opinion on labour supply, 

recruitment of skilled labour, supply procedures and training opportunities. The tables in appendix 3.3 

indicate the extent to which contractors participate in education and training. In seeking responses to 

specific queries, pertinent quotes have also been included to enrich responses.  

 
3.5 Category 2: Main contractor comments  

Main contractors had considerably more interest in quality of work and as a consequence the supply 

of skilled individuals. Similarly, participation in training and the employment of qualified personnel was 

considered important, whether employed fulltime or contracted for specific periods, as workmanship 

and accountability for individual competence was deemed to have a bearing on the overall 

performance and reputation of the firm. 

 

Whilst skilled workers were sought from the UK, these were confined in one instance to a lead worker, 

and in another to a stuccodore. The study found that all other personnel were sourced from eastern 

Europe. Of all contractors interviewed, the rest of Europe and all other jurisdictions as resources for 

skilled labour were not mentioned.  

Satisfied with 

supply of 

specialist 

skilled workers 

in Ireland? 

Yes No Difficult Quote  

11 7 3 ‘Must enquire abroad for some skills ‘ 

‘ huge difference in quality of sub 

contractors’ 

How does 

interviewee 

source skilled 

workers? 

Own 

register / 

networks/ 

Pre 

qualificatio

n systems 

IGS/ RHC Recommendati

ons by design 

team / agency 

Comment  

18 0 2 0 

Satisfied with 

educational/ 

training 

opportunities? 

Yes No No requirement Quotes  

9 10 1 ‘Training is usually restricted to 1-day 

courses. We would like to see the 

opportunity for courses that can earn a 

qualification or certificate of competence 

in a given skill. Our firm would be willing 

to up-skill its direct labour force via such 

courses.’ 

‘More workshops required ‘ 

‘Have to search for training – too difficult 
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3.6 Category 3: Specialist sub-contractor comments  

Of the specialist sub-contractors interviewed, all had grave issue with the absence of formal training in 

their respective fields. They were of the opinion that consumer and peer recognition for skills acquired 

by way of experience was an inadequate alternative to recognised qualifications in the present 

climate. Almost all those interviewed faced continuous challenges with supply of skilled personnel, 

and rely on informal means to recruit new personnel, usually through contacts of existing employees 

from abroad.  

 

All sub-contractor specialists referred to eastern Europe as the best resource for skilled labour. One 

blacksmithing firm employed two highly skilled workers from the UK. As with main contractors, the 

contractors interviewed did not use mainland Europe or any other jurisdiction as a resource for skilled 

labour. 

 

Satisfied with supply of 

specialist skilled workers 

in Ireland? 

Yes No Difficult Comment  

0 32 0 ‘Have to source 

regularly outside 

Ireland ‘ 

How does interviewee 

source skilled workers? 

Own register / 

Pre 

qualification 

systems/ 

network 

IGS/ RHC Recommendations 

by design team / 

agency 

Comment  

32 0 0 - 

Satisfied with educational/ 

training opportunities? 

Yes No No requirement Comment 

0 32 0 ‘Need courses at early 

entry to teach aspiring 

operatives basic skills’ 

‘Can’t see attitude 

changing.’  

‘Knowledge base not 

there to do properly.’ 

to get a speciality in Ireland’  

‘Not enough work so no need for more 

training’ 

‘Flexibility key to conservation – master 

craftsperson should be happy to work at 

all levels ‘ 

‘Steady progression at all levels key to 

sustainable workforce ‘ 
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4.0 IDENFICATION OF SKILL COMPETENCIES AND STANDARDS FOR 

ACCREDITATION FOR CONSERVATION WORKERS 

 

4.1 Introduction  

In interviewing many main and specialist contractors working in the heritage industry, anomalies were 

found between existing competencies and those competencies that would be ideally required of all 

involved in heritage works.  

 

Existing skill ranges quoted by contractors working at present in the industry were identified for each 

craft and are set down in Appendix 4.1 of Volume 2.  

 

4.2 Competencies expected of general contracting trades  

From all available resources and from interviewing the contracting, professional and consumer 

communities alike, the range of skill competencies and standards expected of conservation workers 

across all sectors was identified. In each craft is a detailed specification of the range of skills and 

knowledge necessary to work competently in the heritage sector emerged. the discussions also 

clarified why problems occur when skilled workers transfer from the modern construction industry 

without adequate training in heritage skills: the craft titles are identical but the competencies 

demanded are very different.  

 

Within the breakdown of the heritage skills that are set down in Appendix 4.2 of Volume 2, are 

potential future common training modules that if developed would appeal to an even wider audience 

and lead on to shared educational prospects and opportunities within the heritage sector.   

 

4.3 Standards for accreditation for general contracting trades  

Whilst there is no construction skill accreditation in Ireland at present, skilled workers who have 

voluntarily invested in the development of their craft all state that they require acknowledgment of 

their efforts to distinguish them from peers who may purport to possess comparable skills, but have 

no academic or acquired competence to demonstrate as such.  

 

Many interviewees recommended that a conservation card system be introduced. The card would be 

awarded to an individual with proven competency, skill and knowledge in their particular craft. Some 

of those interviewed voiced scepticism of the Register of Heritage Contractors system where one 

individual, usually at management level, can acquire registration for a whole company. Typically, it 

was found from the interviews with the skilled craftspeople that such companies engaged foremen 

and workers involved in significant building components with little or no appreciation of heritage skills, 

contrary to spirit of their inclusion in the heritage register.  
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Other countries however have developed excellent models for accreditation. In Germany, the Master 

craftworker is the highest professional qualification in crafts and is a state-approved grade. The 

education includes theoretical and practical training in the craft together with business and legal 

training
7
, including a qualification to train apprentices.

8
 The status of Master craftworker is regulated in 

the German Gesetz zur Ordnung des Handwerks, HandwO
9
.  

 

Objectives for a defined accreditation policy for construction conservation skillsOn the basis of 

the information gathered the following is an outline plan for the creation of a construction conservation 

accreditation process,  

1. Standardising the skill base of each trade or skill by way of acknowledgment of prior learning 

(through on-the-job mentoring or informal apprenticeship) together with completion of 

recognised apprenticeships  

2. Enhancing an established skill base to master craftworker level  

3. Creation and delivery of appropriate learning and development opportunities at each level for 

each skill, realistically available for participants from all demographics to include practical and 

theoretical training  

4. Introduction of standardised examination procedures  

5. Introduction of competency assessments  

6. Annual accreditation to be maintained by way of recorded participation with CPD 

                                            
 
7
 Craft skills, as opposed to managerial or entrepreneurial skills, are the subject of this report, and the 

latter forms of skill are only linked to the former because of the increasing fragmentation of the 
industry into micro-enterprises. 
8
 Whilst craft skills acquisition is the focus of this report, it is acknowledged that business and 

entrepreneurial skills are linked to this only because of the existing structure of the industry as a 
network of micro-businesses, each acting as a specialist skills supplier. 
9
Translation:  ‘Crafts and Trades Regulation Code’ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trade_and_crafts_code_of_Germany
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5.0  IRISH TRAINING COURSES AND THEIR RESPONSE TO CRAFT NEEDS 

 

5.1 Introduction  

The training courses available in the Republic of Ireland cover some of the craft skills involved with 

building conservation, but there are significant gaps in the provision, particularly in some trades. 

Conservation craft skills do not take up a significant element of most training for construction crafts, 

and the skills are usually learned through experience. Some short craft-specific courses are available, 

but these generally are more geared towards Continuous Professional Development rather than being 

qualification-based or having some kind of verifiable measure of skills achieved through the course.  

 

The lack of courses is not always due to any failure to meet demand, but in verifiable cases it is clear 

that courses have been made available, but have failed to run due to inadequate numbers of potential 

students taking up the opportunity.  There may be a number of reasons for this, and this will be 

discussed elsewhere.  

 

A number of courses are available in Northern Ireland, accredited under the UK system of validation. 

These are run through the regional colleges at Derry/Londonderry, Dungannon and Armagh. Further 

courses are available in Great Britain through a range of regional colleges and other centres and also 

through English Heritage and Historic Scotland, with some courses also run by Cadw in Wales. The 

courses in Great Britain are not considered in this section, which concentrates on the training 

opportunities available in the Republic of Ireland and in Northern Ireland.  

 

5.1.1 Apprenticeships and guilds 

Historical systems  

From medieval times, if not before, the training of craftworkers was carried out through 

apprenticeship. Within urban areas this system was formalised into trade guilds, with each guild being 

responsible for one of the trades, though often trades were grouped. This was not a nationwide 

system and it was set down in the charters of individual towns and cities; in some cases the guilds 

were established by royal charter, but mostly the charters gave the corporations of the towns and 

cities the right to incorporate guilds. In a few cases these guilds had an input into the administration of 

the town or city, most notably in Dublin where the twenty-five guilds were represented on the 

Corporation. In Drogheda the guilds had an input into the election of aldermen to the town council, 

while in many other instances, including Cork and Limerick, the guilds had no input into the city 

administration.  

 

In Dublin, only two of the guilds that represented the construction trades – the smiths and the 

carpenters – were established in the medieval period, the older and more powerful guilds being the 

merchants and the tailors. The guild of carpenters included millers, masons and tilers. In the latter half 

of the seventeenth century three new guilds were established in the city, representing the cutlers, 
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bricklayers and joiners. The full titles of these guilds shows the broader range of representation, as 

the cutlers also included painters and paper-stainers, plasterers were represented with the 

bricklayers, while joiners also included wainscotters. In many other towns the merchants were the 

only trade to have a guild, though Galway had joiners, masons, slaters, sawyers, plasterers and 

painters, amongst others. Limerick’s guilds included smiths, carpenters and masons in the eighteenth 

century and painters, slaters, smiths, nailers, stonecutters, founders, masons and carpenters in the 

early nineteenth century. Carrickfergus had just one guild representing the construction trades; known 

as the guild of hammermen, this looked after smiths, carpenters, joiners, coppers, glaziers, saddlers, 

pewterers and bricklayers.  

 

In reality, however, the guilds began to lose touch with the trades that they nominally represented. By 

the early nineteenth century they exercised little control over their members and the standards of 

craftsmanship and in some cases had little connection with the trades that they were supposed to 

represent. The guild system was abolished by the Municipal Corporations Act of 1840 and this 

probably made little difference to the regulation of the various trades as the apprenticeship system 

continued without change. Probably of more relevance than the guilds were local societies of 

craftworkers, including the Regular Carpenters of Dublin, which dated from around the 1760s. After 

the repeal of the law banning combinations or trade unions in the 1820s the first of the unions began 

to emerge, taking the place of the guilds and local societies to some extent. This included the Union 

of Bricklayers and Plasterers, established in 1833 and often emerged as branches of British unions, 

such as the Friendly Operative Carpenters’ and Joiners’ General Union and the Amalgamated Society 

of Carpenters and Joiners, which both opened branches in Ireland in the 1860s. In addition to the 

unions, some local societies, such as the Stonecutters’ Society of Stepaside, looked after the 

interests of their members in a particular trade.  

 

Early twentieth-century systems  

In 1899 the Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction was established, but its role was 

restricted to the principles of science and art applicable to industries and did not include the teaching 

of any skills in relation to industry or employment. In 1931 the Apprenticeship Act was introduced to 

regulate training in the crafts, but it applied only to trades that were designated by Ministerial order, 

and the only trade in the construction industry that was designated at that period was that of the 

house painters and decorators. The 1931 act was replaced in 1959 by the Apprenticeship Act, which 

set up AnCO to take responsibility for training, including apprenticeships. It was not until six years 

later, in 1965, that “the trade of building and construction” became a designated trade under the act, 

with apprenticeships brought under the responsibility of AnCO.  

 

Twenty-first-century systems  

In 1987 the Labour Services Act replaced AnCO with a new FÁS, which was replaced in turn by 

SOLAS in 2013. The introduction of this revised system of apprenticeship in the construction trades 
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coincided with the final stages in the changeover to newer building materials, with the abandonment 

of many traditional skills that were based on the old materials and technologies. As a result, the new 

system took no account of heritage craft skills and many of the old techniques were no longer 

included in the apprenticeship programmes.  

 

Under the present system the responsibility for a great deal of training rests with sixteen regionally-

based Education Training Boards. This includes the provision of apprenticeship training, though 

SOLAS has the overall responsibility for the nationally-based oversight and coordination of 

apprenticeships. This system was set up on an interim basis for the implementation of the new 

system, but it may become permanent. The Review of Apprenticeship Training in Ireland, published in 

July 2014, recommends that SOLAS retain this role. It appointed an Apprenticeship Council in 

November 2014 to advise on this role, and that Council has called for opinions on new 

apprenticeships.  

 

A comment made during consultations for the preparation of this report was that Solas does not 

include any representative of the construction industry on its board and this was remarked as a failing 

in the system.  

 

The development of the curricula for apprenticeships is carried out by the National Apprenticeship 

Advisory Committee (NAAC). The process for the introduction or revision of a curriculum is complex 

and is based on an extensive programme involving stakeholders. Typically, this would include 

subcommittees to examine standards, projects and reviewing and developing the programme 

followed by the preparation of a draft curriculum. This phase would include stakeholder input from the 

relevant industry, SOLAS, unions, the Construction Industry Federation and employers. The draft is 

sent out for comment to a wide list of bodies and in the case of the curriculum for carpentry and 

joinery this list included about three hundred reviewing bodies such as employers, institutes, the 

Office of Public Works and the city councils. Following this stage a revised draft is prepared and is 

sent out again to the reviewing bodies before being finalised, approved and implemented. In those 

cases where the draft curriculum includes a conservation content this part of the curriculum would be 

sent to conservation bodies for comment. 

 

5.2 Training courses available  

In this section the various headings for contractors, foremen and crafts listed in section 4 are taken 

individually and the nature of the training available is summarised, noting the FETAC levels at which 

they are aimed. Those courses that are outside the formal training system are also discussed.  

 

The college-based elements of apprenticeship training are to be found at a number of colleges 

throughout the country, but all are based on courses designed and agreed by SOLAS. The curricula 
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for these apprenticeships are reviewed from time to time and this is carried out in conjunction with the 

various stakeholders and agreed with QQI – Quality & Qualifications Ireland.  

Each of the trades identified within the heritage contracting industry is listed below, with a summary of 

the training issues pertaining in each case. Appendix 5.2 in Volume 2, lists the training that is 

available in each case, with a summary of the average training participation. In the cases of 

contractors, foremen and roofers an additional summary is given, setting down the requirement for 

training.  

 

5.2.1 Management / main contractor 

There are no requirements for training in conservation for the managers of contracting firms involved 

in conservation works. Where a contractor chooses to avail of training in conservation, some is 

available, aimed specifically at the contractor or those in supervisory roles, while other training is 

more generally orientated, aimed at a broader range of skills backgrounds. The CIF provides a Site 

Management Education and Training (SMETs) course. The Register of Heritage Contractors provides 

induction training which emphasises the impact of sound management practices generally on 

outcomes, and on the particular characteristics of site management for conservation works 

 

5.2.2 Foremen  

As with contractors, there is no requirement for conservation training for foremen. They would 

generally come from a craft background – usually carpentry – and would learn the conservation 

aspects of the foreman’s role on the job. Discussion with heritage contractors has suggested that it 

was common for carpenters to be on site during the entire length of a contract and that this was a 

reason why so many foremen had previously been carpenters. However, to a large extent the work is 

now done by subcontractors and there is a risk if management practice is poor, that no-one overseer 

is on-site from start to finish. In the absence of this broad experience on sites there is now a much 

greater need for training aimed specifically at site foremen. The BSc course in Applied Building 

Conservation Skills at Waterford Institute of Technology aims to provide such skills. 

 

5.2.3 Carpentry and joinery  

In Ireland, carpentry and joinery  training is provided in a single apprenticehsip. However, for the 

purpose of this study the requirements for each are noted separately in Volume 2, Appendix 5.2.3. 

Carpentry and joinery has become increasingly mechanised on the site, though formal modern 

apprentice training still has correctly a strong emphasis on using hand tools. 

 

5.2.4 Stone and brick – including bricklayer, stone layer, stonecutter, stonemason and stone 

carver 

Formal training in masonry skills is overwhelmingly orientated towards brick and blocklaying, with very 

little emphasis on stone and lime mortars. An apprenticeship is being run by SOLAS which combines 

stone masonry with stonecutting. In its first year (2014-5) it is fully populated by Office of Public Works 
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employees. Stone carving is carried out by stonecutters and sculptors/artists. Individual unaccredited 

courses are available that concentrate on specific aspects of the craft.  

 

5.2.5 Roofer  

Roof repairs to existing building feature prominently in Irish construction , due to the wet and windy 

climate and the priority given to this element of buildings. As noted in section 4 above, there is no 

formal ‘roofing’ trade, though the construction industry in Ireland has firms that provide a ‘roofing’ 

service and compete with each other on this basis. Many of those working on roofs come from the 

carpentry trade, though they also need skills in stone and brick masonry, slating and plumbing (lead 

work).  

 

5.2.6 Plasterer  

A plasterer should be trained in and capable of working at (a) plain solid internal plasterwork, (b) 

external renders and as (c) a decorative specialist / stuccodore; however these three skills are carried 

out by different contractors in reality. The traditional plastering apprenticeship covered all aspects of 

the craft. Operatives working at plasterwork that have served no formal apprenticeship mostly confine 

themselves to plain work. 

 

5.2.7 Mechanical and electrical services  

The services in historic buildings tend to be retrofitted and the nature of these services is becoming 

more complex. To the original requirement for plumbing services, gas services were added early in 

the nineteenth century and electrical services later in the same century. These services became more 

widespread and in greater quantities in buildings over time and have more recently been expanded to 

include air handling, communications, alarms, entertainment and other services, many of the more 

recent types being bracketed with the electrical trades. The fitting and changing of services in existing 

buildings has potential to impact greatly on the authenticity and integrity of historic fabric; this area 

most requires conservation skills, flexibility and attentiveness to the ethic of ‘minimum intervention’.  

 

5.2.8 Floor and wall tiling  

Floor and wall tiling are common in a conservation context, involving both the maintenance and repair 

of traditional tiling and retrofitting new tiling into existing premises. An apprenticeship is available for 

this craft skill. 

 

5.2.9 Painter and Decorator  

Painters and decorators have a major role to play in heritage buildings, given that they would have an 

involvement in each room in a building and on the exterior at intervals during the life of a building. As 

a result there is scope for incorrect techniques and materials to be used if the craft worker does not 

have adequate conservation training. An apprenticeship is available for this craft skill. 

 



 
 

Molloy & Associates │ September 2014    28 
 

Research on the Irish labour market in construction conservation 

5.2.10 Glazing (through painter and decorator craft) 

The repairs of windows is an important component of the conservation of the character of a building. 

Glazing is part of the painter and decorators craft but in practice often involves operatives with no 

formal training  

 

5.2.11 Facade restoration 

Given the representational function of the appearance of the exterior walls of buildings, and their 

symbolic role for their occupants, facade restoration projects are common. They are relatively 

complex and can involve access issues, and a wide range of craft skills, including brick and 

stonelaying, glazing, stonecutters and plasterers, along with professionally-trained conservation 

specialists in stone cleaning and repairs.  

 

5.2.12 Thatcher  

The traditional craft of thatching is a vernacular skill, transmitted informally outside education and 

learning systems with each new crafts person learning from the previous generation, and has only 

recently been formalised by FAS through the development of a traineeship. The living nature of the 

tradition and the ownership of the intangible skill by the craftsmen and women who possess it tend to 

make standardisation and syllabus development difficult. Opinion is divided as to whether the future of 

the craft tradition is best secured through incorporation into the building craft skills training and 

education  system, or by continued informal transmission; the diminishing number of traditional 

structures roofed in this manner suggests the former. 

 

5.2.13 Ironwork and blacksmithing  

There is no formalised apprenticeship in iron working or blacksmithing, though Irish Artistic 

Blacksmiths Association organises training, and has produced a draft standard for the repair of 

historic wrought iron. This initiative is a unique instance of craftsmen initiating the development of 

criteria and standards by which a craft ethic can be secured. 

5.2.14  

 

 

 

5.3 Comment  

From the above and from the lists set down in Volume 2, the range of courses available for training in 

conservation skills is limited. Where courses are run for the various trades involved in construction 

they tend to give little or no training in conservation skills or, indeed, conservation ethos and theory. 

This is a critical issue. The result is that those who work in the various building trades only become 

conversant with conservation skills when working with traditional buildings. This often only occurs 

through compliance with specifications and required methodologies that run counter to their training 

and experience to date, creating scope for increased undesirable conflict in contract administration. 
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The plasterer wrongly straightens out and plumbs walls, unnecessarily discards split lath partitions 

and ceilings, adds a waterproof compound to sand and cement mixes; the brick- and stone-layer 

points with sand and cement,  and builds non-structural brick and stone wall types; the metal worker 

uses oxyacetylene rather than fire welding techniques or hot riveting, the painter applies impervious 

paints to pervious substrates. Lack of awareness of traditional materials and the way they perform 

their environment-modifying tasks within building fabric (building tectonics), lack of education and 

training results in destruction of historic fabric and increased costs.  

 

A further issue to arise out of the study is that even where conservation skills courses are offered, 

they are often not taken up by enough potential students and hence do not run. This has the knock-on 

effect of discouraging course providers from developing any further courses with a conservation 

emphasis. One possible reason for this situation is that potential students do not see the financial 

benefit in gaining the qualification, particularly if the course fees are not paid by an employer and if 

work time is lost through attendance on the course.  

 

On some courses, it is a compulsory criteria for enrolment that the participant is registered as 

unemployed, with sometimes the longest unemployed getting preference. This basis for selection of 

construction and conservation trainees is not based on aptitude or interest and is helpful for the 

development of a skilled workforce or to the achievement of quality assured outcomes. Matters were 

made worse by instructors not being part of the selection process. (See Recommendation 8) 
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5.4 Apprenticeship curricula  

Previous to the Apprenticeship Act of 1959 apprentices in some crafts were indentured to their fathers 

or other members of their extended families who were in the craft, to serve a seven-year 

apprenticeship. In other cases apprentices were taken on by contractors. Apprenticeship at that time 

included attendance at college for one day per week for theoretical knowledge and the finer points of 

necessary practical skills. The practical and theoretical exams were set by the Department of 

Education at junior and senior levels and the City and Guilds of London at craft and senior craft level. 

A one year post-apprenticeship Full Technological Certificate under City and Guilds was available to 

apprentices who successfully passed their craft exams. 

 

Up to 1966 an excellent full time course covering the first two years of a seven-year apprenticeship 

was provided at Bolton Street, College, Dublin for both brick- and stonelayers and also for plumbers 

under the Day Apprentice Scholarship System. Apprentices were paid a small allowance and 

provided with tools and work clothes. The course covered both the practical and theoretical parts of 

each trade along with drawing, general education, weight training and swimming. 

Most apprenticeships up to that period were very much based on traditional skills training, the 

curricula for some of which may have gone back to the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries. It 

is interesting to note that it is many of these skills that we now need for the conservation and repair of 

our built heritage. 

 

In 1959 the Apprenticeship Act led to the development of AnCO which provided for the training of 

apprentices which was then reduced to five years in duration. In 1987 under the Labour Services Act 

apprenticeship training became the responsibility of FÁS with a four-year apprentice duration which in 

turn became the responsibility of SOLAS in 2013. 

 

The building industry began to change rapidly from the 1960s onwards and apprenticeship training 

followed suit. Although some trades like brick and stonelaying use the same tools and masonry 

materials that were used in previous centuries and even millennia, the nature of building has 

changed, no longer involving solid, thick structural, vapour-permeable and flexible walls but thin, non-

structural walls with impermeable and non-flexible cementitious materials. Serious and costly 

problems that can’t be undone occur when crafts that are solely based on modern building 

methodologies, materials and approach transfer what they know and can do to the building heritage 

sector.  

 

This report lists what is covered in the curricula for modern apprenticeships in the construction sector, 

followed by the skills that would be required in the building heritage sector and the details are set 

down in Appendix 5.5 of Volume 2. The gap between the two, which is wide, is where the potential for 

future training and education lies. Ideally this will be introduced at both apprentice and post-
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apprenticeship levels. Post-apprenticeship should provide the opportunity for advancement to the title: 

‘Master Craftworker’ and also on to further education if so desired. (See Recommendations 4 &5) 

 

Ideally all education and training will be divided into modules, each being tested and listed on a card 

system with a unique number that a crafts person can add to as appropriate throughout their working 

life. (See Recommendation 7) Some modules could be shared amongst crafts, professionals and 

semi-skills in order to create a common approach and to improve communication and develop 

strategies and teamwork related to conservation and repair. Modules should also be linked to 

European initiatives in master craft and conservation training so that a crafts person can travel, learn 

and add to his/her qualifications elsewhere. (See Recommendation 10) 

 

There is a danger that a select but limited number of modules could be seen as adequate training in a 

craft but this depends on which modules are chosen as common. Appendix 5.5  Curricula for 

apprenticeships lists conservation and also history as common and necessary to all crafts. For 

example, the Wet Trades could share education and training in lime mortars.  

 

To increase the up-take of apprentices by employers, those tendering for heritage contracts should 

gain points if they provide training, and provide on-site training facilities. This stimulus is currently 

being used on the Canadian parliament buildings in Ottawa, Canada with a workforce of over two 

hundred stonemasons, sixty of whom are apprentices, including both men and women. (See 

Recommendation 11) 

 

It should be compulsory on all public contracts to provide training and to take on apprentices 

otherwise the state is not showing example and not making provision for a skilled, educated and 

indigenous workforce in the future. (See Recommendation12) 

 

Training and assessment could take place on site or in an educational establishment, depending on 

individual modules. Anyone at master craft level should have pedagogic skills in order to educate and 

train others at lower levels. (See Recommendation 10) 

 

Many jobs are carried out by semi-skilled and skilled workers in the modern and heritage building 

sectors. Education and training is a necessary component of their overall competency and should be 

provided for in a similar fashion to that suggested for craft training. 

 

The future needs an established and respected system of training that is seen as valuable to the 

participant and employer and results in first class and appropriate work on heritage buildings. 

Curriculum, certification, trainers and various supports need to be established and developed in order 

to make this a reality. 
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5.5 Curricula for apprenticeships 

From an analysis of the curricula and from talking to those in the construction industry and in the 

educational institutes it is clear that the conservation content of these apprenticeship courses is low. 

Some of the feedback from the educational institutes suggested that the tutors on the courses are 

skilled and experienced craftworkers and would share some of their conservation knowledge during 

the courses. In one instance the course tutors add further material that is not on the curriculum to 

build the conservation awareness and knowledge of the apprentices. While these various inputs can 

be valuable, they are not consistent and they are dependent on an informal approach by individual 

tutors. In essence, any conservation content must be part of the formal curriculum if it is to be taught 

effectively.  

 

Each of the eight apprenticeships in the construction industry is listed below. The present curriculum 

for phases 2, 4 and 6 of each of these apprenticeships, which are the off-the-job phases, is listed in 

part A of Appendix 5.5 in Volume 2. In each case, this is followed in part B by our recommendations 

for an additional curriculum that would take the student up to master craftworker level in conservation 

techniques of the craft. It is critical that some of the proposed training in conservation is incorporated 

in the present apprenticeship training, though it is obvious that this would be limited rather than 

comprehensive. In order to accomplish the overall education of each craft work in the heritage sector 

further education and training would be necessary at post-apprenticeship level and the curricula in 

part B relating to each craft would form the basis for this additional training.  

 

Traditionally craft skills evolved through apprenticeship to journeyman to master craftworker. The 

journeyman stage involved travel, working with others, learning new skills, honing existing ones and 

picking up foreign language and cultures. When the journeyman returned he was assessed by master 

craftworkers, this involved the making of a masterpiece. After successfully passing the journeyman 

stage the candidate passed to master craftworker where some of his responsibility was to train and 

bring on others. This system still continues in some other European countries and should be 

considered an exemplar to follow in Ireland. 

 

5.5.1 Carpentry and joinery apprenticeship  

The curriculum for this apprenticeship is undergoing a substantial review at present. The crafts of 

carpenter and joiner are not separated for the purpose of this apprenticeship and is treated in practice 

as a single occupation. The present curriculum includes fifteen hours for conservation training, though 

this is a small input within a four-year programme and its adequacy is uncertain.  

 

5.5.2 Brick- and stone-laying apprenticeship  

The present curriculum does not contain much in the way of conservation training. There are only 

three apprentices currently in their first year of training nationwide.  
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5.5.3 Stonecutting and stonemasonry apprenticeship  

This is a new craft and replaces the previous proposed training in Environmental Stone Cutting. The 

title of the course, Stonecutting and Stonemasonry is confusing and the skill competencies in the 

present curriculum, as listed in part A, suggest that the course should be simply titled: ‘Stonecutting’. 

Stonemasonry was traditionally more concerned with the building of stone. The present curriculum for 

this apprenticeship has a broad educational and training approach which includes much of what is 

needed in the heritage sector and therefore not much was added to the need for additional skill 

competencies in Part B, though additional education and training will be required at post 

apprenticeship level. 

 

5.5.4 Plastering apprenticeship  

The training of plastering apprentices includes some lime plastering, though the overall content of 

conservation training is low. In 2013 only eight new students registered for the apprenticeship in 

plastering throughout the Republic, while only four registered in 2012. 

 

5.5.5 Electrical apprenticeship  

The electrical apprenticeship has been reviewed and a draft curriculum is being agreed with QQI. The 

training for this apprenticeship includes both domestic and industrial work in new build sectors only. 

Much theoretical work, and the agreement of multiple stakeholders for conservation would need to be 

put in place before a curriculum for heritage craft skill in this are could be drawn up. 

 

5.5.6 Plumbing apprenticeship  

The curriculum for the apprenticeship in plumbing does not include conservation training. The 

curriculum has been reviewed and a draft curriculum is being agreed with QQI. Plumbing apprentices 

are trained in both domestic and industrial work in new build sectors only. It is noticeable that lead 

roofing and flashing, which was once part of the plumbers craft, is no longer listed in the modern 

apprentice plumber’s curriculum; it is included here in the proposed curriculum as an essential skill 

area for work on the conservation and repair of old buildings. This telling omission suggests that lead 

work, a critical component of historic buildings, is not included in any apprenticeship programme and 

is a site-acquired skill.  

 

5.5.7 Floor and wall tiling apprenticeship  

There is no specific conservation element in the apprenticeship in floor and wall tiling.  
 

5.5.8 Painting and decorating apprenticeship  

The apprenticeship in painting and decorating includes some element of conservation. There are only 

three painting and decorating apprentices in their first year of training at present.  
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5.6 Training – discussion and conclusions  

 

It has been noted above that the take-up of courses has been disappointing in many cases in recent 

times. This is largely driven by the downturn in the construction sector and the resulting perception 

amongst school-leavers that there is no future in the sector in the short-term. In the case of 

apprenticeships, the low numbers of new entrants has been noted, with four candidates taking up 

carpentry throughout the Republic in 2012 and eight in 2013, while only three new apprentices are in 

their first year in both the bricklaying and painting & decorating apprenticeships. In many of the 

courses it would be expected that the student or trainee would be in employment, which is a further 

hindrance to take-up of courses. To commence an apprenticeship, employment in the trade in the first 

instance is obligatory.  

 

A number of other factors have been mentioned by those interviewed for this study, including the 

reluctance of contractors to take on apprentices. This can result from fragmentation in the industry, 

where large-scale contracting companies previously had their own divisions to handle individual 

trades. With the fall-off in available work some of these divisions have been disbanded, reforming as 

separate and independent contracting companies who are subcontracted by their previous employers. 

The resulting change in the economies of scale and the economics of their companies makes it less 

favourable to take on apprentices. One source stated that newly-formed contracting companies are 

not familiar with the processes of engaging apprentices and hence do not avail of the opportunities; if 

this is true, then this could be addressed by a campaign of information aimed at employers.  

 

A further factor stated by contractors was that the new government form of contract is a strong 

disincentive to take on apprentices; heritage contracting makes up such a small proportion of the total 

amount of work in the construction sector, and has such high levels of uncertainty over the level of 

work that would be required on site, that heritage work should be exempted from the form of contract. 

(See Recommendation 19) 

 

A frequent issue mentioned was that large numbers of building workers came to Ireland during the 

boom years and while many or all of these may be fully trained in their respective crafts, this cannot 

be verified as there is no means of checking qualifications in an industry that, in this respect, is not 

regulated. One contractor stated that the capabilities of potential employees are tried out in the yard 

to assess their competencies, admitting that checking systems for mechanical and electrical trades 

work well, while those for plastering and carpentry do not.  

 

Contractors engage workers on very low rates of pay. The availability of people to do the work 

ensures that this level of pay can be imposed and this will only change when there is a return to fuller 

employment in the business. This discourages new entrants to apprenticeships. Potential candidates 

would be faced with a four-year period of work at the apprenticeship rate, which is below the minimum 
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wage, followed by the prospect of a career in which they would earn a low rate of pay that does not 

greatly exceed the minimum wage. If recognition for progression through the industry by way of 

enhanced qualifications were to be introduced, this alone would justify incremental wage increases as  

individuals progress through the grades. 

 

The largest employer of heritage craft workers in the state is the Office of Public Works (OPW), and 

this body would take on apprentices in various crafts. At the end of their apprenticeship the apprentice 

is generally let go, but can apply for a job with the OPW if one comes up. It is seen as beneficial if 

they work in the private sector for a time and during the boom years the OPW sometimes sent 

apprentices out to work for a time in the private sector. There are drawbacks in the system; there is a 

requirement for the apprentice to experience certain tasks and the OPW does not always have the 

range of work necessary to accomplish this, such as elements of work that are specific to modern 

buildings.  

 

The suggestion of introducing a requirement to have a recognised training qualification or 

conservation card before being allowed to work produced a variety of responses from a broad 

spectrum of those interviewed for this study. In general, heritage contractors were strongly in favour of 

such a move, as it would ensure that those contractors that engaged only suitably skilled workers 

would not be undercut by contractors with no proper qualifications. It was recognised that this could 

be addressed in public contracts though a prequalification requirement for suitable skills, but the 

opinion remained that this form of regulation is needed. A further advantage of such regulation would 

be that it would provide the incentive for individual craft workers to further upskill so that they could 

become qualified to carry out heritage work, thereby improving the availability of craftworkers. A 

counter-argument to this opinion was that mandatory training would introduce a rigidity to the market 

that would act against the interest of the employers at times when the available work expanded.  

 

The training system introduced in Germany would fit in with the notion of craftworkers taking 

responsibility to further their own careers. This would include the gaining of heritage skills through 

successive modules, thereby encouraging the craft worker to achieve additional skills, while making it 

easier to achieve through incremental steps. This approach would be compatible with the introduction 

of a system of master craftworker and the curricula for this level of craft skill attainment have been set 

down above. The Review of Apprenticeship Training in Ireland, published in July 2014, supports this 

concept, recommending that: 

Opportunities for progression should be strengthened, made more transparent and well 
published. The green economy, heritage protection, retro-fitting, sustainable energy ... are all 
areas where progression options could be developed. A master craftworker qualification 
should also be considered.  
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6.0 ANTICIPATED FUTURE NEEDS FOR CONSERVATION CRAFT SKILLS    

 

6.1 Introduction  

A significant finding from the research is the divergence of views as to what level of craft skills 

specialised sub-contractors and management/ main contractors believe is required into the future. 

Some main contractors were more in favour of recruiting apprentices and training them up within their 

own firms. Other main contractors did not have the resources to spend mentoring and supervising 

apprentices and had greater requirement for skilled operatives. Most specialist sub-contractors shared 

the latter view, as having fewer employees, smaller premises and inconsistent work they felt they 

could not afford the investment in apprenticeships.  

 

Most agreed that whilst master craft skills are required, master craft level can only be achieved 

through steady progression and formalised training from apprentice level - which is simply not 

provided for at present. The only nationally recognised formal training offered is at mainstream 

apprentice level, with intermittent opportunities for interested parties to up skill thereafter.  

 

All contractors had grave concerns at the dearth of quality apprentices (i.e. operatives are unwilling to 

embrace and focus on a craft, because might limit their employability where the premium 

characteristic of an employee is flexibility), the poor prospects for employment of apprentices on 

account of inconsistency of work and the limited opportunity for quality training into the future as older 

generations of skilled craftspeople retire. This is evidenced by the fact that across the full spectrum of 

354 contractors interviewed to date, there are only forty-one apprentices.
10

 

 

All trades other than carpentry and services have an ageing workforce, some of who although 

experienced, do not have formal acknowledgement of their craft and are not therefore in a position to 

pass on their knowledge to a younger generation in a formal capacity.  

  

                                            
 
10

 28 in carpentry and joinery with management or main contractors; 3 in carpentry and joinery with 
specialist sub-contractors; 1 unofficial apprentice serving under a Facade Restorer; 1 Painter 
&Decorator; 1 Plasterer; 4 Electricians; 3 Plumbers 
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6.2 Contractor opinion on future needs  

 

Category 1  Management contractor  

Opinion varied across management contractors interviewed but ultimately all contractors stated that 

as they are in the business of sub-contracting skills acquired by others, they would have a preference 

for the highest level of skill in that field.  

Apprentice Trainee Master craftworker Not core of business 

- - 9 1 

 

Category 2   Main contractor  

One contractor who supports the apprentice programme stated a preference for training up a young 

apprentice to his firm’s particular requirements. Another contractor did not have the resources to train 

an apprentice, but had a preference to engage a freshly qualified apprentice and train him to their 

practices. All other contractors were more in favour of acquiring established workers who did not need 

to be guided or supervised, but could work independently. All, when asked about a possible future 

add-on heritage module to traditional apprenticeships were greatly in favour of the proposal, as they 

were all of the opinion that existing apprenticeships over-emphasise new-build technologies and 

ignored the more prominent repair and maintenance sector arising in retrospective works to 

established and heritage building stock.  

 

Another contractor made the point that a degree of exclusivity shrouded an over-qualified operative, 

who he felt may not embrace the requirement of smaller main contractors for a skilled person to work 

at all levels of skill. This same contractor did not encourage up-skilling of staff in heritage skills.  

 

Apprentice Trainee Master 

craftsperson 

Quotes  

1 1 18 ‘Apprentices should be trained in heritage and become 

accredited as specialist trainees’ 

‘Apprenticeships too streamlined – young need to earn 

a living’  

‘Flexibility key to conservation – master craftworker 

should be happy to work at all levels’  

‘Steady progression at all levels key to sustainable 

workforce’  
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Category 3   Specialist sub-contractor  

All contractors expressed a concern at the lack of formal progression through their respective trades. 

Primarily requirements for apprentices are thwarted by inconsistent work and limited resources to 

adequately supervise and mentor apprentices. On this basis, this category of contractors all had a 

greater need for fully skilled craftspeople.  

 

Apprentice Trainee Master 

craftworker 

Quotes  

- - 39 ‘Not enough skilled workers. No apprentice suitable- too 

mainstream. No proper heritage training’ 

‘Level of experience and quality of that experience a big 

worry’ 

 

 

6.3 Comment  

 

Whilst the question posed to contractors was abstract and theoretical, their responses presented a 

critically poor picture of the future for the industry. The interviews revealed that the future of 

apprenticeships lies predominately with main contractors. Management and specialist contractors 

typically do not support the apprenticeship system. As main contractors work across new-build and 

heritage sites, more rounded training will arise if their patronage of the scheme is encouraged.  

 

However, of the main contractors interviewed, very few actually had an apprentice working with them 

and of those who did, all were in carpentry. There was no evidence of support for other 

apprenticeships from the remainder of craft skills critical to the survival of the heritage crafts.  

 

Another significant finding was the over emphasis by management and specialist sub-contractors on 

a future need based on the appointment of master craftworkers over lower level skills which if 

manifested in reality could limit opportunities for skill progression in younger generations.  

 

It would appear from interviews that apprenticeships are not in the main encouraged at present, but 

the demand for a higher skilled worker has inevitably driven contractors of all categories to source 

workers from abroad, mainly eastern Europe, where comprehensive and lengthy traditional 

apprenticeships focusing on traditional skills produces a skilled worker better suited to the Irish 

heritage craft industry than our indigenous apprenticeship programmes. This aspect coupled with 

poor work prospects for graduates of those schemes drives highly skilled operatives to seek work in 

Ireland, and in turn to be embraced by our craft employers.  
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This growing trend of filling gaps in our own skill bases with skilled craftspeople from elsewhere has 

the potential to reduce the perceived need for craft training here in Ireland. Both immigration and 

emigration are to be expected in a global economy but at the same time it is important to maintain our 

own traditional skill base that reflects styles, materials and methodologies indigenous to our own 

country when it comes to the specific repair and maintenance requirements of our older buildings.   
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7.0 RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

7.1 Recommendations  

The following recommendations arise from the findings of this study:  

 

7.1.1 Competencies  

Research has evidenced significant disparities in the competencies of contractors working in heritage 

contracting. This anomaly has the potential to undermine the operation of the market in selecting 

competent and cost-effective construction contract services and consumer protection within the 

industry where diverse skill bases are permitted.  

 

Best practice in the heritage contracting industry can only be achieved in the standardisation of the 

skill base serving that industry. In discussion with contractors, all were in favour of the introduction of 

a conservation card system, but on the basis that it applies only to an individual and not a contracting 

firm, as evidence of singular achievements on the part of interested operatives.  

 

7.1.2 Engagement of management contractors with craft skills 

A finding from the research was the largely unsupervised control of quality in heritage work carried out 

by the largest employers of heritage craft skills, management contractors. Whilst some management 

contractors were informed and committed to quality work, the greater proportion of their peers were 

not.  

 

Some specialist sub-contractors interviewed refuse to work as sub-contractors for management 

contractors because there is a practice of appointing specialists as domestic rather than nominated 

sub-contractors. Appointment as a nominated contractor afforded greater protection for the contractor, 

and offered an opportunity to achieve quality work using quality materials. Appointment as a domestic 

contractor offered a starkly opposing opportunity, where materials were often purchased directly by 

the employer, sourced for their value rather than quality, and workmanship was often comprised as a 

consequence of this coupled with often unrealistic programmes.  

 

Specialist contractors comprise a small, but critically important, sector within the heritage work force. 

A specialist is by definition the holder of a marketable, and often hard-won, skill which is proven to 

add value to the works being carried out. It is essential that support is offered to them to ensure 

continued quality of work in larger conservation projects. This can only be achieved by clear 

specifications of standards of works and materials in contract documentation, and the policing of 

‘competency’ for specialist skills. 

 

7.1.3 Training  
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Clear training paths for skill progression for all trades and skilled workers engaged in heritage works is 

a core recommendation of this study. Consistency in scope and quality of learning programmes is 

central to a standardised skill base.  

 

In this regard, introduction of a national competence standard common to all participants in the 

heritage industry should be reviewed, accompanied by universal accreditation across all crafts to raise 

standards nationwide and improve Ireland’s reputation internationally for achievement of good 

conservation practice standards.  

 

The research has shown that a review of educational prospects for contactors engaged in the industry 

can be achieved, if present systems are enhanced and formalised. Such intervention will have 

immeasurably positive consequences for the actual realisation of best practice in heritage works.  

 

7.1.4 Investment in indigenous crafts and skills  

 If the indigenous heritage workforce can formally progress their craft, the requirement for resources 

from abroad will be reduced, amplifying career opportunities in the Irish construction heritage sector. It 

corresponds that an enhanced skill base will expand employment opportunities for Irish skilled 

workers internationally, further consolidating the long-term prospects for younger generations who 

may have an interest in joining the industry but are nervous of potential future unemployment as they 

have witnessed with the present down-turn.  

 

7.1.5 Employer and client awareness  

Greater efforts could be made by statutory guardians of the industry to raise awareness among 

consumers of the importance of engaging competent operatives for heritage works. Although outside 

the remit of this study, there is widely held perception that heritage crafts are niche skills patroned by 

the public sector that are beyond the needs or do not apply to heritage works in the private sector.  

 

General awareness of statutory responsibilities in respect of custodianship of heritage properties and 

ensuring good practice, such as when carrying out essential maintenance and repairs, is not ordinarily 

present in private sector employers. There is no vehicle for clear, unambiguous information at 

employer level, nor, in their transfer of responsibility for compliance to an agent (architect, engineer or 

building surveyor), can they reasonably be expected to have this responsibility. In engaging a third 

party to define the scope of works required for a heritage project, employers are relying on the skill, 

knowledge and competence of that individual to define a scope of works that achieves good 

conservation practice, but the study has found that, conversely, the same competencies are often 

diverse, inconsistent and sometimes at odds with the ideals of good practice.  

 

The building works projects that pose the greatest risk for building fabric are specified and carried out 

by small contractors operating outside the formal permission system and procurement good practices. 



 
 

Molloy & Associates │ September 2014    42 
 

Research on the Irish labour market in construction conservation 

For example, the repair of a roof or the replacement of rainwater goods, if carried out incorrectly, can 

often be carried out without planning permission, and as a result of a contract entered into by the 

building owner directly with a builder without the professional supervision of an architect or other 

conservation expert. It is important that consumer awareness focuses on the durability (and therefore 

sustainability) of quality crafts and materials for the repair of historic fabric, offering them a better long-

term investment. If an employer is made aware of the importance of engaging reputable contractors 

known for the expertise in their field of work, their investment in the work is more likely to yield a 

satisfactory intervention.  

 

Studies
11

 based on interviews with consumers of heritage contractors found that a national register – 

the Register of Heritage Contractors - recognising the particular competence of contractors for 

general  and specialist heritage works provide a service to ensure consumer protection both as a 

resource for contractors and as a form of recourse in the event of complaints.  

 

Whilst quality is a factor, employer interest in procurement of qualified heritage contractors is 

predominantly weighted in favour of value for money. In tendering, if a heritage contractor proves 

more expensive than his mainstream counterpart, the lowest tenderer will be appointed unless the 

price difference is negligible. However, if proof of competency was offered by way of a conservation 

card, register or other regularised system, it is likely that greater demand within the private sector will 

arise for skilled operatives offering a quality service.  

 

7.1.6 Procurement and the ‘conservation card’ 

Of those contractors interviewed, many stated that inclusion on a heritage contractor register was 

pointless as the assessment process did not fairly assess the competence, skill and knowledge of the 

individual. Registration was deemed excessively expensive and without critical mass on national 

registers, was more likely to be ignored as a useful procurement tool for consumers.  

 

The market was deemed uncompetitive at present on account of the critical deficiencies - an 

inadequate skill base nationally, an unregulated sector and a lack of value placed on quality. There is 

no value or emphasis on the achievement of quality outcomes.  The challenge faced by contractors 

generally means that they typically must compete against less competent contractors for work. 

Conservation-minded contractors who know how to price heritage jobs are often underpriced by 

others who anticipate variations as a means to improve profit margins. To obtain work competitively, 

they often have to cut their costs considerably which inevitably leads to reduced quality of work and 

materials. If they attempt to maintain their position in respect of the actual cost of achieving quality, 

they may not succeed in getting appointed for contracts.  

                                            
 
11 Unpublished ‘Research project on behalf of The Register of Heritage Contractors, 2012 

 



 
 

Molloy & Associates │ September 2014    43 
 

Research on the Irish labour market in construction conservation 

 

Consumers and architects alike must ensure that value for money does not incentivise appointment at 

the risk of quality - a tradition that cannot be addressed whilst contractor inequalities exist. Value for 

money is difficult to determine in heritage jobs due to persistent competence inequalities between 

tendering contractors, but it is achievable if comparably qualified contractors are invited to tender.  

 

In this respect skill base inconsistencies must be addressed - a standardised skill base will ensure an 

equal standing in procurement and eradication of the dilemma of competent heritage 

contractors/master craftworkers competing with less skilled contractors, often at their loss. 

 

The study has found that most contractors, get included on tender lists on reputation alone, and not 

through lists and registers. As cited previously however, the specialised contracting category all stated 

that the introduction of a conservation card system would secure their continuance in the industry as a 

procurement advantage, at very little cost to the contractor. The primary purpose of the card is to 

possess physical evidence of their efforts to up-skill and acquire qualifications and to preclude 

unqualified operatives from presenting themselves as qualified. Most contractors agreed that a two-

year duration for the card was appropriate, with re-issue awarded on the basis of consistent work and 

evidence of competence in the field.  

 

It is essential that the voice of the industry is heard and changes implemented to standardise craft 

skills in the form of a conservation card for genuinely qualified heritage workers.  

 

7.1.7 Addressing skill deficiencies and mentoring programmes 

Contractors find it difficult to recruit specialists. The scarcity of skilled indigenous workers will be 

addressed if present training and development deficiencies are improved. In this regard, there is a 

requirement to positively engage with older craft workers who have acquired invaluable skills 

elsewhere. A mentoring programme could be introduced, the status of which could be incentivised 

formally with a Mentor title, as a means to ensure traditional skills and material provision are not lost. 
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8.0 SUMMMARY  

 

A significant finding of the study is that a three-tier system in the crafts is required, returning to the 

ancient system of apprentice, journeymen and master craft worker. This arises because a great deal 

of the work that is required on heritage buildings is too specialised to be covered by the standard 

systems of training offered through apprenticeships.  It thus follows that not only are qualifications 

beyond apprenticeship level central to the training of skilled operatives in the heritage sector, but that 

they must fit in to a recognised system of accreditation, usually carried out through a progression of 

modules leading to attainment of sufficient credits to reach master craft worker level.  

 

At the same time it is important that at least a basic understanding of conservation issues is taught on 

all apprenticeship programmes. It is the experience of anyone involved with work on heritage 

buildings, particularly the more modest buildings (rather than the nationally important or high-profile 

structures), that inappropriate methods of repair, alteration or refurbishment are frequently used, to 

the detriment of the conservation of the building. This frequently occurs because the craftworker 

and/or the contractors have no knowledge or understanding of the need for conservation-based 

practices and materials, nor of the adverse effects that inappropriate work can have.  

 

Furthermore, it is a reality that a significant proportion of the owners of heritage properties have no 

understanding of the structure of their buildings or of the need for a traditional craft approach and the 

onus lies with the contractor or craftworkers to identify conservation issues, particularly in those cases 

where there is no conservation architect or other conservation professional involved. The most 

effective way to overcome this problem is for craftworkers in all of the crafts to have at the very 

minimum an understanding of conservation so that they can identify when building fabric requires a 

heritage approach rather than the methods used with more modern materials. Even if the craftworkers 

are not sufficiently trained to implement all of the heritage methods, the ability to recognise the need 

for those methods and a good understanding of the implications of not doing so would go a long way 

to improving the care of heritage buildings. If the crafts were trained in basic conservation methods so 

as to enable them to carry out the more common tasks this would increase the probability that work 

would be done in accordance with conservation principles.  

 

One suggestion for broadening the understanding of conservation issues amongst apprenticeships 

would be to include visits to conservation projects as part of the curriculum. However, this alone would 

not suffice as an information tool to a young apprentice, as practical, hands-on experience on 

construction sites is an important part of the education model in skills and specifically excludes 

enhanced skills acquisition such as architectural appreciation. This research demonstrates that 

specific heritage training, allocating time for on- and off-site experience together with theoretical 

education will better serve enhanced heritage training requirements.  
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Another comment made during consultations for this study was that conservation contracting takes 

place (almost by definition) in buildings deemed to have special value, and therefore to deserve a 

high level of care; for this reason, it would not be advisable to set apprentices to practice on the 

original material on significant conservation jobs. However, this should not be a problem in a properly-

organised training model as workshop-based training can give a firm grounding in techniques and this 

can be followed with on-site work on simpler tasks before the apprentice works up the skill level to 

tackle major and important projects. This has always been the case in refurbishment jobs and is not 

an insurmountable issue. Many buildings with traditional fabric can be found for training and on-the-

job skills acquisition without risking critical damage to their character and significance. 

 

Summation of key recommendations  

1. That common conservation training modules should be developed that would lead on to 

shared understanding of conservation concepts, and which can form a basis for further 

educational prospects and opportunities within the heritage sector, and which can appeal to 

a wide audience (p. 18 -old/ 20 – new)  

2. That apprenticeship training is maintained even during down-turns in the construction 

industry  

3. That the requirement that an apprenticeship be initiated by an employer needs to be 

examined as this results in few or no apprentices being trained during a down-turn which 

then leads to the importation of skills when there is an up-turn 

4. That heritage skills are introduced to apprenticeship training (see para. 5.4, p. 29)  

5. That heritage skills are continued at post-apprenticeship level leading to master craft level 

(see para. 5.4, p. 30) 

6. That existing craft workers with no formal training are given the opportunity for training and 

certification  

7. That a modular approach to training is adopted with common core modules shared amongst 

different craft skills, professionals and others (see para. 5.4, p. 30) 

8. That all courses in heritage skills are offered to the employed and unemployed alike (see 

para. 5.3, p. 28) 

9. That training modules are linked and acceptable to European initiatives in conservation and 

master craft training (see para. 5.4, p. 30) 

10. That on-site assessment is made available for some modules (see para. 5.4, p. 30) 

11. That employers gain points when tendering if they employ apprentices and provide training 

(see para. 5.4, p. 30) 
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12. That public contracts of a certain size must employ a set minimum number of apprentices 

(see para. 5.4, p. 30) 

13. That access is opened to third-level education post apprenticeship  

14. That specific programmes are developed for trainers and assessors, both on- and off-site, 

utilising already skilled craft workers with proven competency in the field to train the trainers 

15. That a fiscally incentivised public archival system for recording and documenting 

interventions, methodologies and site-specific specifications is introduced  

16. That a conservation skills card system is developed, recording all certified training 

undergone by an operative during their work life. 

17. That improved oversight of the competence of those involved in conservation works 

projects, and the statutory supervision of these works,  is introduced to ensure quality of 

work by domestic sub-contracted craft workers 

18. That further research be carried out to compile comprehensive data on the numbers and 

skill levels of those working in the field of building conservation 

19. The government form of contract is unsuited to heritage contracting as it has such high 

levels of uncertainty over the level of work on site. Building conservation work should be 

exempted from the form of contract.  


